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Abstract
Classroom Mic Check: Amplifying Student Voice
By
Anjelika Ashna Saverio
Master of Arts Teacher Leadership
Saint Mary’s College of California, 2022
Margaret Coughlan, Research Advisor
At a school site where disengagement and reluctance towards literacy tasks is pervasive, the
following study offers a potential solution: centering student voice. Together, the theories of
culturally responsive pedagogy and Black feminist bell hooks’ philosophy of coming to voice
functioned as the framework to investigate student disengagement. The goal of this study was to
disrupt resistance towards literacy instruction by inspiring student voice and engagement, and in
turn, increasing students’ academic outcomes. Over the course of eight weeks, learners were
granted agency in curriculum choice, developed their spoken and written voice collaboratively in
an English classroom, and were challenged to form connections to social issues. Through notes,
observational data, and student artifacts, students’ journey of voice was recorded and analyzed.
These findings prove the importance of cultivating voice not only in the classroom, but for the
purpose of inspiring young learners to become agents of change.
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Chapter I
Introduction
Student voice is integral to any classroom community. However, motivating students to
amplify their voices in the classroom, as well as their communities, is a challenge when students
lack confidence and engagement towards critical literacy instruction. The 2018 census data
states: the percentage of public school students learning English was an average of 10.2% or 5.0
million students (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018). When analyzed by
state, California accounts for 19.4% of English language learners. The millions of students who
are counted as English learners are annually tested, categorized, and tracked as “Language
learners”. The quick education acronyms of English language learner (ELL) and Long-term
English language learner (LTELL) that are printed on educational data negate the existing
languages students bring to the classroom. The question arises: whose language counts in the
classroom?
Students arrive in the classroom with a wealth of untapped knowledge—notably their
home languages. As nation-wide racial and linguistic demographic shifts occur, educators must
rise to engage their students in “coming to voice” (hooks, 1994, p. 148). hooks defines the
process of coming to voice as the process by people from subordinated groups who are
frequently empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond that, valued as fully human
(hooks, 1994, p. 148). The stakeholders in literacy education engagement transcend a classroom
of teachers and students. Students are their own best learning advocates and change agents for
various stakeholders such as schools, districts, and above all, their communities. Engaging,
motivating, and instructing students to elevate their voice will foster cohorts of students who can
see themselves as complex thinkers within a challenging sociopolitical context.
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Literacy instruction and student engagement will remain relevant in education as long as
our students emerge from linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds. For example, the
number of students whose primary language is not English has increased dramatically over the
past 20 years, rising from 1.5 million in 1985 to 4.9 million in 2016 (NCES, 2018). With student
demographics constantly shifting, it is vital that schools and districts offer equitable access to
grade-level curriculum. Equitable curriculum such as language support and common practices
become increasingly important if the majority of a school’s population, like my high school, is
composed of English language learners. The growing population of ELLs also highlights a
longstanding demographic divide in U.S. schools (Howard, 2010). Teaching will remain a
homogenous population (e.g., predominately white, female, middle class, and monolingual)
while students will be a heterogeneous population (Howard, 2010). Along with ensuring equity,
the practice of culturally responsive teaching within literacy instruction is essential for student
engagement and success. Student voice, choice, and lived experiences must be at the center of the
classroom so that students feel valued while receiving their education.
Understanding the diversity of a community is paramount to advancing literacy
engagement and instruction. In my school district, the 2019-2020 data revealed that 19.9% of
students were English learners (Ed Data [ED-DATA], 2019). Additionally, 15.6% of English
learners listed Spanish as their native language. Moreover, a data point that is frequently ignored
is the amount of students who are learning English who disengage in school. When observing the
population of LTELLs by grade level over the 2020-2021 school year, there is a stark contrast in
enrollment between freshmen and senior students in my district. During the 2020-2021 school
year, LTELLs comprised 29% of the freshmen population. Comparatively, only 14% of LTELLs
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were recorded as being 12th grade students. This disparity proves that over time, LTELs become
disengaged to the point of dropping out or relocating schools.
At a school with a high population of ELLs, there is a clear disconnect between literacy
instruction (or the lack thereof) and student engagement. Students who have a consistent history
of being marginalized in the classroom because of their language skills develop a negative sense
of self-efficacy towards learning literacy. Self-efficacy refers to an individual's belief in their
capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce specific performance attainments (Bandura,
1999). As they navigate towards secondary education, many students grow to be indifferent or
apathetic to literacy tasks. However, the following ARP will investigate igniting engagement
through culturally responsive literacy instruction at a predominantly Latinx, Title-One Bay Area
high school. Specifically, this study will analyze how students come to voice (hooks, 1994)
through writing and speaking about culturally relevant, critical texts. The promise of this project
is that students will be able to gain confidence in their literacy skills as they develop to think
critically about socio-political issues.
Statement of the Problem
Inspiring students to “come to voice” (hooks, 1994) is a challenge when a population’s
English literacy skills are delayed. However, because a student isn’t proficient in English does
not mean their language skills cannot meet grade level standards. As stated previously, 15.6% of
students learning English listed Spanish as their native language (EDDATA, 2019). In a country
with no national language, English has always been deemed the standard of language
proficiency. This issue must be questioned and explored further—starting with my school site.
To understand the shortcomings of literacy development at my school we must first understand
the student population. The racial demographic of my school includes: 67% Latinx, 8 % Black,
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7% White, and 7% Filipino 6% Asian. Additionally, 80% of students are from low-income
families and 31% of students are learning English as a second language.
A brief snapshot of grade data in English classes during the 2019-2020 school year
illustrates how students struggle with becoming proficient in English. According to 2019-2020
grade data, 15.7% of students received an F in their English class (Aeries Student Information
[AERIES], 2020). Upon further investigation, during this same school year a headcount of 21
ELLs failed 3 or more of their classes. From these high school-wide failing rates, particularly
among ELLs, there must be an intervention that promotes the benefits of earning passing grades
in academic courses.
Diverse groups of students call for innovative and culturally relevant approaches to
literacy instruction. From a pedagogical standpoint, there have been futile efforts to implement
consistent strategies to engage students across the curriculum at my school. Students arrive their
9th grade year with literacy skills several grade levels behind. Each year, our long-term ELL
population increases, as do failing grades. When looking at the number of LTELLs, this
population is slowly increasing. During the 2019-2020 school year, there were 258 students
noted as LTELLs. In 2020-2021, this number jumped to 322 students. However, during the
2020-2021 school year only 40 senior students counted as the total number of LTELLs
(AERIES, 2020). These shifting numbers demonstrate that the needs of LTELL students go
ignored, which results in the loss of LTELL students. With a growing literacy problem and no
solution, students become inundated with failure, rendering them unable to find their own voice
in the curriculum.
The absence of a school-wide literacy intervention is due to forgotten initiatives. In the
past five years, as an English teacher, I have tried Constructing Meaning (CM) strategies to
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address the disproportionately lower literacy rates of students of color. Constructing meaning is a
district initiative that provides a range of literacy scaffolds and strategies to support students,
especially emerging bilingual students. Every new teacher in the district is sent to professional
development that teaches novice teachers how to implement CM over the course of two days.
Teachers are given leaf green cardboard suitcases of discussion cards, timers, and sentence frame
booklets organized by text structure, and classroom anchor charts. After five years, CM has
dissolved from teachers’ repertoire. There are teachers who believe literacy is independent from
their own curriculum. On the other hand, there are teachers who believe that CM consumes too
much time. Alternatively, there are teachers who have ruled CM as ineffective. Regardless of the
reason, there is no school-wide approach to engaging students across different content areas
through literacy instruction.
The following study has a profound impact on my role as an English educator at my
school site. I am one of the leaders of literacy instruction, along with my other English teacher
colleagues. However, the growing problem of lack of literacy engagement is not exclusive to
English teachers. All educators, administrators, and students are stakeholders in the absence of a
uniform literacy intervention. Students must be engaged in order to receive, process, and retain
information. Moreover, students need to first develop self-efficacy about literacy practices, such
as reading, writing, and listening/speaking. Then, the daily intention of educators must be to
actively engage students in the process of acquiring content knowledge through explicit literacy
strategies. Once teachers are committed to a consistent literacy intervention, students will begin
to see themselves as capable of engaging in complex discussions. At a leadership level, if
administrators support a consistent school-wide literacy engagement intervention, this would
alleviate the pervasive problem of failing students. Consequently, students would develop a
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positive sense of self-efficacy towards school, which would improve school climate. Lastly, at a
district level, a targeted literacy engagement intervention would respond to the needs of
historically marginalized students. As the secondary site in the district with the largest population
of students learning English as a second language, a literacy intervention centered on student
engagement will restore and bolster students’ confidence and literacy skills. When discussing a
universal literacy engagement intervention, all stakeholders must be active participants towards
this solution.
The prolific numbers of students who are learning English nationally, within the state of
California, and across my school district all have given rise to this study. We must respond to the
varying needs of our students, both culturally and linguistically. Students’ greatest power is their
knowledge, which is formed by their unique backgrounds, cultures, identities, and literacies. As
the demographic divide (Howard, 2010) between teacher and student identities emerge,
educators must effectively engage the diverse funds of knowledge of their students (Gonzalez et
al., 2006). The imperative becomes to investigate how students come to voice through a studentcentered literacy approach.
Purpose of the Research
My students arrive at school with unique promise and potential. Students have a wealth
of artistic, athletic, musical, and creative skills that they bring to the classroom. Among these
skills is students’ linguistic diversity. Students can communicate in a range of mediums that
aren’t consistently acknowledged at school. According to Yosso’s theory of Community and
Cultural Wealth, linguistic capital is defined as the ability for students to develop communication
skills through various experiences (Yosso, 2005, p. 79). Yosso describes that students could have
experience being interpreters for family members or storytellers. Students’ linguistic capital is
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rarely leveraged in the classroom, which is a leading cause of disengagement in curriculum. If
students do not feel valued in a space they will not participate.
To address my students’ lack of engagement, academic shortcomings, and low sense of
self-efficacy, the purpose of my research is to create a culturally responsive literacy intervention
that engages students to emerge as complex thinkers in challenging socio-political contexts. This
literacy intervention will draw upon bell hooks’ description about coming to voice or using the
telling of experiences strategically to talk about other subjects (hooks, 1994, p. 148). The
following ARP connects to the school-wide disproportionality of English learners with failing
grades. When targeting academic performance, a culturally responsive literacy intervention also
aims to remedy the persisting problem of low academic self-efficacy among students (Stewart et
al., 2018). As a long-term school-wide goal, teachers and students could have a consistent
literacy intervention across the curriculum. On a larger educational scale, culturally responsive
literacy intervention responds to the linguistic needs of economically disadvantaged,
marginalized youth. The annual shifts in demographics call for a reflection about who the
students in our classroom are. The implementation of culturally responsive literacy intervention
is situated within the discussion of advocating for culturally responsive teaching (CRT) in
economically and culturally diverse schools.
Additional aims of this research include: increasing student engagement and self-efficacy
towards literacy, self-acknowledgement as complex thinkers in a socio political context,
equitable access to curriculum, and a long-term goal of a universal school literacy approach. As
previous researchers have noted, “Interventions should not only develop students’ abilities to
tackle more complex text with deeper comprehension but target aspects of students’ motivation
in ways that engage students in meaningful literacy practices” (Cantrell et al., 2017,
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p.1). Engagement is more than teaching to students’ likes. Integrating culturally responsive
teaching means to include students’ cultural references in all aspects of learning (LadsonBillings, 1994). When students begin to see their voice and choice reflected in the classroom,
they will be invested in ensuring their academic success.
Amidst a global pandemic, racial uprisings, various foreign conflicts, and elections
students are rapidly developing their sociopolitical consciousness. Students engage in dialogue
about these issues through social media platforms, online infographics, and forums at higher
frequency than before. As students become more politically and socially aware individuals,
whether through the interest of activism or curiosity, it is imperative that trusted adults guide
students towards navigating saturated online content. Students must have a structured guide to
engaging in critical and empathetic discussions around sociopolitical occurrences. All students
bring a unique perspective about the society they inhabit. Therefore, it is vital that their
viewpoints are articulated through their own voices. Referencing relevant local, national, or
global narratives through critical literacy instruction is an impactful method for sparking student
engagement.
Action Research Question
To investigate how culturally relevant literacy pedagogy can impact student engagement,
I will draw upon the seminal work of Black feminist philosopher bell hooks—particularly,
hooks’ ‘reference about coming to voice (hooks, 1994). I ask: How will a culturally responsive
literacy curriculum affect high school students’ coming to voice? Black feminist scholar bell
hooks defines coming to voice as “people from subordinated groups who are frequently
empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond that, valued as fully human. It is using
the telling strategically to come to voice so that you can also speak freely about other subjects”
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(hooks, 1994, p. 148). For the purpose of this inquiry, I am investigating how student-centered
literacy instruction impacts how young people engage as emerging sociopolitical thinkers
through writing and speaking.
Limitations
When conducting this study, there were various limitations that arose surrounding the
following: the COVID-19 pandemic, absentee issues, and timing. While working through a
global pandemic for over a year, there was the possibility that instruction could switch to
online/distance learning during any point of the study. Conducting instruction and research
through an online platform posed a difficulty when studying students’ engagement to literacy.
Similarly, absenteeism was a consistent problem at my school. Student attendance can be
inconsistent, and created a challenge to collect samples from all students. Planning student
sample collection also highlighted the limitation of timing. Considering that my data collection
was a sample of student writing and speaking, these two modes of production required phased
processes, such as drafting, preparation, and engagement. Lastly, there was a possible limitation
to accessing engaging and culturally relevant literature due to financial restrictions. All of these
limitations impacted my school site, myself as a researcher and educator, and my students.
Positionality of the Researcher
I am a 28-year-old South Asian woman from a middle class background. While I am an
educator of color, I am culturally and linguistically diverse from my students. However, my
intersecting identities fuel my teaching practices and philosophies. As a proponent of socialjustice oriented teaching and culturally responsive teaching, I embrace the practices that I am
learning more about and remain committed to implementing practices that are culturally
sustaining to my students. My pedagogical philosophies have been clearly communicated for the
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past four years I have taught at my site. As a seasoned teacher at my school site, I have a deep
understanding of the school culture and population.
With a strong sense of school culture, I hold my biases about my site as well as students.
Majority of students hold a negative relationship with reading and writing. Therefore, motivating
students to engage with literacy is a consistent challenge. I planned to mitigate this bias by
channeling student voice and choice in making my decisions about curriculum. There are
obstacles when collecting data about student voice because research may gravitate towards
participation of enthusiastic students. In my research, I crafted strategies to engage all students,
such as implementing collaborative speaking and writing assignments and student-driven
assessments.
Definition of Terms
Coming to Voice
bell hooks defines coming to voice as, not just the act of telling one’s experience. It is
using the telling strategically to come to voice so that you can also speak freely about other
subjects (hooks, 1994).
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Culturally responsive teaching is a pedagogy that recognizes the importance of including
students' cultural references in all aspects of learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994).
Emergent Bilingual
Emergent bilingual students are students who are able to continue to function in their
home language as well as in English, their new language and that of school (Garcia et al., 2008).
Student engagement
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Meaningful student involvement throughout the learning environment (Martin & Torres,
2016).
Implications
My expectation was that throughout the study, students would demonstrate a growth in
confidence when coming to voice through writing and speaking. As culturally responsive
pedagogy was introduced, I hoped that students would begin to see themselves as sociopolitical
thinkers. The overarching goal for the study was that a culturally relevant literacy strategy could
be transferable to other classes. Students would learn to value their own voice and all students
would be able to access English curriculum with language support. The potential negatives
included: students disengaging throughout the process or the literacy intervention failing to meet
student needs.
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Chapter II
Literature Review
The purpose of this action research project was to increase student engagement through
literacy instruction that is rooted in culturally responsive pedagogy. The continuous shifts in
ethnic and linguistic backgrounds among students in the U.S. call educators to respond to the
diverse cultural needs of students (Howard, 2010). Zaretta Lyn Hammond reminds us of the
importance of culture when asserting, “culture guides how we process information” (Hammond,
2010). To understand and engage students’ cultural backgrounds, there must be space created for
students to exercise both choice and voice in the classroom. However, there are obstructions that
prevent access to students’ voice. These obstacles emerge as students’ low-literacy development
and deficit-based attitudes towards literacy instruction. Therefore, responding to these literacybased challenges becomes a priority in classrooms, especially in the ELA classroom.
Acknowledging students’ needs for innovative literacy instructions begins with
integrating student choice and voice in the solution. The following action research project
investigated how to spark student engagement by incorporating their voice through a culturally
responsive curriculum. Through the lens of Black feminist pedagogy and the seminal work of
philosopher bell hooks (hooks, 1994), I ask: How will a culturally responsive literacy curriculum
affect high school students’ “coming to voice?” By pursuing this question, I examined how
student-centered literacy instruction impacts how young people engage as emerging
sociopolitical thinkers through writing and speaking.
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Overview of the Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to first provide a philosophical foundation for the
following action research project. To explain the philosophies that drove this study, there is an
introductory description of Geneva Gay’s (2000) culturally responsive pedagogy and bell hooks’
(1994) coming to voice theories. hooks’ coming to voice theory discusses empowering students
to humanize their presence. Supplementing hooks’ work, Gay’s culturally responsive teaching
(CRT) theory establishes the importance of positioning the lived experiences of students in the
curriculum. Moving beyond these two founding theorists, there is an explanation of the three
major components of this study: integrating culturally responsive literacy curriculum, student
engagement, and culturally responsive pedagogy, particularly student voice. The first section of
research offers an in-depth analysis of the growing need for culturally responsive literacy
instruction. After addressing the need for an effective literacy curriculum, the second category of
research discussed is student engagement. In this section, there will be research presented that
proposes different methods of garnering student engagement across different student
populations. Finally, student voice the key to activate student engagement, will be explored in
the final section.
The research articles reviewed in this study were selected to create a nuanced
understanding of the need for culturally responsive literacy instruction. The essential articles for
this review were accessed through different databases and sources such as Education Source,
ERIC, Google Scholar, and dissertations. The research for this literature review was conducted
using the following key terms: coming to voice, culturally responsive pedagogy, English
language learners, literacy development literacy instruction, English language learner literacy
development, student engagement, student voice, and secondary literacy instruction.
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Theoretical Rationale
Two seminal theorists whose research underpinned this action research project are bell
hooks and Geneva Gay. bell hooks is a pioneer of Black feminist theory. hooks’ philosophy of
coming to voice (hooks, 1994, p.148), has shaped the inquiry of this study. The author defines
coming to voice as the process by which people from subordinated groups are frequently
empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond that, valued as fully human.
Additionally, Geneva Gay’s CRT supplements hooks’ theory in this study. Gay builds upon the
formative work of Gloria-Ladson Billings, who originally coined and defined the term
“culturally responsive teaching” as a pedagogy that recognizes the importance of including
students' cultural references in all aspects of learning (Ladson-Billings,1994). Gay’s research
nuances Ladson-Billing’s definition of culturally responsive pedagogy by identifying CRT as:
using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as
conduits for teaching them more effectively. It is based on the assumption that when academic
knowledge and skills are situated within the lived experiences and frames of reference of student,
lessons are more personally meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily
and thoroughly (Gay, 2000). Together, coming to voice and CRT frame the investigation of
literacy engagement strategies among adolescents.
bell hooks’ Coming to Voice.
hooks’ theory about coming to voice is an original concept introduced in her book
Teaching to Transgress (1994). Coming to voice is defined as people from subordinated groups
who are frequently empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond that, valued as
fully human (hooks, 1994). hooks’ theory of coming to voice has its roots in the tradition of
Black feminist theory, which demands that the liberation of Black women is a necessity. Hooks
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forges forward from with the tradition built by early thinkers of the field, such as Patricia Hill
Collins, who examined the multiple intersections of a Black womens’ identities. hooks’ channels
the practice of using one’s voice as a pathway towards humanization. In this study, students
come to voice through a variety of different methods, but voice is assessed through the practices
of writing, listening and speaking. Initially, students demonstrate choice through selecting ranked
readings/topics. Eventually, this choice ignites the coming to voice of students through different
methods of engagement with the text (e.g., writing, listening, and speaking). The practice of
coming to voice in this study embodies the definition of this theory. Students from historically
marginalized communities are given agency in expressing their presence and experiences in the
classroom. Subsequently, there is a presence of equity of voice in the classroom. Coming to voice
theory first appears in the study through the action research question where I ask: How will a
culturally responsive literacy curriculum affect high school students’ “coming to voice?”
Gay’s Culturally Responsive Teaching
To undergird hooks’ theory of coming to voice, there is Geneva Gay’s culturally
responsive teaching (CRT) (2000). Gay draws upon the work of previous theorist LadsonBillings in cultivating her own definition of CRT. The origins of CRT were born from LadsonBillings' seminal findings of culturally relevant pedagogy. Ladson-Billings research was focused
upon achievement and disrupting deficit based thinking about Black students. Following her
investigation, Ladson-Billings defined culturally relevant pedagogy as a way to “empower
students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart
knowledge, skills, and attitudes'' (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 18). Gay expands upon LadsonBillings’ theory of CRT by calling for a shift in the pedagogical approach used to educate
ethnically diverse students. Gay theorizes that all students will perform better on multiple
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measures of achievement when teaching is filtered through their own cultural experiences (Gay,
2000). Therefore, applying Ladson-Billings theoretical foundation of culturally relevant
pedagogy, Gay’s theory provides a pedagogical practice for instructing multicultural student
populations. Students' cultural experiences drive this study. Within this context of CRT, students
are able to demonstrate different methods of achievement through assessments such as writing
and speaking. The plan for students to perform better is through giving them different avenues to
be successful, particularly when these routes have been shaped by their own reading selections.
Review of Related Research
The review of related research is arranged into three sections: teaching culturally
responsive literature, student engagement, and student voice. Research about teaching culturally
responsive literature includes different studies across diverse student populations that
demonstrate the importance for students to have their own lived experiences reflected in the
readings they consume. Further examination of the presence of culturally responsive literature
proves the strong connection between culturally responsive texts and student achievement. To
augment the research about culturally responsive literature, there is an analysis about student
engagement. The discussion focusing on student engagement includes a definition and different
studies that introduce various methods of collecting and analyzing student engagement among
different populations. The final section explores a significant component of culturally responsive
pedagogy, student voice. Through unpacking relevant literature that highlights various
approaches to implementing student voice, there is a greater understanding of how student voice
is the common thread that connects culturally responsive texts and student engagement.
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Teaching Culturally Responsive Literature
The teaching culturally responsive literature section highlights the importance of
introducing texts to students that reflect their lives. This section underscores the importance of
fostering a cultural consciousness among students and creating an inclusive classroom, where all
students can thrive. Ultimately, this section forms a connection between the use of culturally
responsive texts and student achievement.
The Importance of Multicultural Literature for English Language Learners. The
work of authors Paulo C. Ramirez and Margarita Jiminez-Silva (2014) establishes the
importance of CRT for English language learners, particularly the inclusion of multicultural
literature. In the article “Secondary English Learners: Strengthening their Skills Through
Culturally Responsive Teaching” Ramirez and Jiminez-Silva, investigate the question: How can
pre-service and practicing teachers more effectively work with English language learners
through culturally responsive teaching and creating a validating learning environment? Ramirez
and Jiminez Silva delineate the framework of culturally responsive teaching, the process of
creating a validating classroom culture for English language learner students, sharing knowledge
and advocating for ELL students in their research. Within this article, there is a notable section
about the importance of multicultural literature that opens with the statement, “ when ELLs
engage with multicultural literature that reflects their school community and lived experiences,
they actively participate in their overall learning” (Reyes & Her, 2010, p 4.). Ramirez and
Jiminez-Silva justify the importance and interest of multicultural texts by claiming students
create a personal connection to texts that reflect their cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, the
authors discuss the long-term impact of incorporating multicultural literature, such as fostering a
cultural and linguistic consciousness of diverse groups and an inclusive classroom environment
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(Ramriez & Jiminez-Silva, 2014). The findings of Ramirez and Jiminez-Silva’s explanation of
CRT concludes that although standardization is valued today, there must be an investigation
about improving language and literacy skills through CRT. One essential practice of CRT
includes the integration of multicultural literature.
Understanding Students’ Experiences through Culturally Responsive Texts.
Teachers positioning themselves as learners in the classroom is a revolutionary and effective
pedagogical practice. In the study, “My Journey of Hope and Peace” (Stewart, 2015) authored by
Mary Stewart, a teacher embraces becoming a student in her classroom. This action research
project documented the journey of refugee students who read and wrote about their experiences
in a high school English classroom, creating powerful stories and educating their teacher in the
process. Students participated in reading texts about refugee narratives, classroom discussions,
and eventually produced published journal entries and graphic illustrations about their individual
journeys. A key element of conducting this study was incorporating culturally relevant texts to
students. Stewart posits the need for culturally relevant reading in her study citing, “reading
literature in the classroom about people from the same cultural group gives students an emic
perspective, or insider view, which can be used to promote cross-cultural understandings for
students and teachers” (Godina & McCoy, 2000, p.1). The intentional choice of culturally
responsive literature accomplished Stewart’s goal of the study. Upon the completion of the
study, Stewart was able to account for various experiences she learned about her students such
as, reasons for migration, pre-refugee lives, and challenges endured (Stewart, 2015). The
decision to read multicultural and relevant texts builds a bridge between teacher and student,
where genuine and understanding relationships can flourish.
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Culturally Responsive Texts and Student Achievement. Providing culturally
responsive and relevant texts to students becomes necessary when there is a clear link to
multicultural texts and student achievement. Author Diedre Houchen emphasizes how
redesigning curriculum to be relevant and responsive yields success in her study titled, “Stakes is
High: Culturally Relevant Practitioner Inquiry with African American Students Struggling to
Pass Secondary Reading Exams.” In this qualitative study, Diedre targets the opportunity gap
experienced by African American high school students when facing reading exit examinations,
or the Florida Comprehensive Reading Achievement (FCAT). In Florida, about one-third of
African American students passed the test in 2010 (Houchen, 2014). To combat this inequity,
Diedre created a multi-tiered intervention to guide students towards passing the state mandated
test. Different strategies for Diedre’s study included: English language arts instruction with
student perspectives in curriculum and design, culturally relevant pedagogy, literacy theory, and
student perspectives on achievement, school processes and achievement (Houchen, 2014). There
is a distinct shift from packaged, remediation instruction to a strategy-based pedagogy, one
strategy being the use of culturally relevant texts.
When reading the methods section, Diedre elaborates on their textual choice to bolster
students’ literacy skills. “For our third unit, we focused on United States immigration policies
and practices, as my students were very interested in the topic, its ethical considerations, and
political implications in their lives. Most students, when probed even at the surface, had an
opinion and belief about the topic. Moreover, studying immigration allowed for a wide selection
of nonfiction and fiction texts while requiring my students to actively engage real-world
concepts” (Houchen, 2014). Diedre drew on the theory of Ladson-Billings’ culturally relevant
pedagogy by designing curriculum with student interest and executed with specific pedagogical
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approaches. At the conclusion of the study, Diedre concluded that the rate of passing the exam
was 190% percent higher than the state average of 29% (Florida Department of Education, 2011
as cited in Houchen, D., 2014). Drawing upon diverse texts is one calculated and critical step
towards student achievement.
Through analyzing different research studies about including culturally responsive texts
in the classroom, we can understand the salience of these texts in the classroom. Multicultural
literature engages vulnerable student populations such as English language learners. The
presence of culturally responsive texts offers the chance for students to become active
participants in their learning. We also observe relevant reading become a method of reciprocal
teaching for students and teachers. The inclusion of diverse texts becomes a basis for
relationships and deep, nuanced pedagogy. Finally, the featured study includes numerical data
supporting the solid link between culturally responsive literature and student achievement rates.
This section demonstrates the necessity for culturally responsive literature guiding classroom
instruction.
Student Engagement
Student learning and achievement is contingent upon student engagement. The following
section defines and outlines the significance for student engagement, as well as
disengagement, in the literacy classroom, examining the risk of resistance, but the benefit of
fostering engagement The need for engagement is further demonstrated by studies that showcase
how to inspire student engagement through different pedagogical approaches and interventions.
To further emphasize the value of student engagement, there is a study that exposes the linkage
between engagement and achievement.
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Engagement, Disengagement, and Resistance Towards Literacy. To gain student
engagement, there must be a disruption of disengagement and resistance towards learning.
Researchers and writers Mary Beth Hines and Michael Kersuolv (2015) conducted a
longitudinal, qualitative study at an alternative high school to understand the relationship
between literacy practices and student’s identity performances, while tracking student
engagement, disengagement, and resistance in an English classroom. Their study is published in
an article called, “Engagement and resistance at Last Chance High: a case study of twenty-firstcentury literacies and identities in one English classroom”. The following study focuses on a
board-certified teacher, “Becky” and her inclusion of twenty-first century literacies in the
classroom. Additionally, this study takes a deeper look at how one student named “Terrin''
engages with these literacies over the course of a year, while shifting through different identity
performances in the classroom.
This study starts by presenting the definition of engagement as “the heightened,
simultaneous experience of concentration, interest, and enjoyment in the task at hand” (Shernoff,
2013, p. 6). In contrast, disengagement is highlighted through different statistics nation-wide
stating, “of those who stay in school, American researchers have found that over 25% of students
are disengaged from school, 'the term denoting ... young people becoming disconnected from
school'” (Shernoff, 2013, p.6). Moreover, studies suggest that about one-third of students
reported a decrease in engagement over the teen years (Archambault et al., 2009). To nuance
disengagement, there is also a definition of resistance. “Scholars define resistance in the
classroom as 'intentional acts of commission or omission that defy the wishes of others'”
(Ashforth & Mael, 1998, p. 30). Applying all terms, this study focuses on the experience of one
student, “Terrin '', who is described as white, a recipient of free and reduced lunch, reads at a

21

fifth-grade reading-level, and has incarcerated parents. Terrin was selected for the study due to
her unruly nature and the purpose of understanding her resistance to classroom instruction.
The following study was conducted through a range of data collection procedures such as
classroom observation, semi-structured interviews with Becky and Terrin, coding procedures
used with grounded theory and in vivo codes, and axial coding. Over the course of the study,
researchers noticed Terrin’s high interest in a particular project in English class, the Literacy in
our Lives Project. Students were assigned to create a digital media representation of how they
use language in their everyday lives. The process of creating this project included students’
scripting, then using software to create videos in order to present their experiences. Becky, the
teacher, explains the objective of the project sharing:
students (mine in particular, who have experienced little or no success in English classes)
would see themselves as readers and writers and that they would come to realize that I
value the kinds of reading and writing they already do. When those two things happen,
half of my battle is done, because when students will read for me and write, they will get
better with practice. (Hines and Kursulov, 2015)
Becky’s provided an avenue for students to express themselves through culturally responsive
pedagogy that drew upon students’ funds of knowledge. The assignment of this project coincided
with the expulsion of students coded in the study as “digital divas” (Hines and Kursulov, 2015),
peers of Terrin's who were disengaged and resistant to curriculum. During this period, Terrin’s
transferred from being resistant to engaged, helping peers complete their own projects by the
remainder of the unit.
Upon conclusion of the study, researchers found that The Literacy in our Lives project
proved to be an engaging, culturally responsive project. Yet researchers claimed, “culturally
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responsive curricula were necessary, but not sufficient to meet Terrin's needs'' (Hines &
Kursulov, 2015, p. 9). While Terrin demonstrated incremental engagement as the semester
progressed, there were continuous acts of resistance lingering throughout the study. However, by
the study’s conclusion Terrin was described as a “driven mind”. The power of one project that
harnessed student engagement changed their path towards success.
Student Engagement Strategies in the English Classroom. Sparking student
engagement can start with a simple pedagogical approach – asking for student input. Researchers
Mary Amanda Stewart, Katie Walker, and Carol Revelle (2018) amplified student interest by
asking the question, “Learning from Students: What, Why, and How English Learners Want to
Read and Write.” The purpose of this research study was to measure students’ engagement with
literacy activities before and after introducing culturally relevant reading and writing. The
following study was a mixed-methods research study, involving 80 students from about five
different high schools in Texas. Among these participants, students ranged from beginner,
intermediate, or advanced English learners. Majority were born outside of the U.S. and 5% were
born in the U.S. Pre-intervention survey data – that gauged students’ interest in guided text
selection and writing activities was evaluated. The findings of this study includes
recommendations for teaching English learners such as: valuing different cultures, developing
skills, promoting student agency in regards to literacy, and teachers should include literature that
represents students. Most importantly the researchers identified four main components that
contribute adolescents’ engagement in reading and writing. These four components are: high
expectations, culturally relevant/self-selected reading, authentic response opportunities, and
sharing their voice (Stewart et al., 2018). The action research of the scholars prove that studentdriven curriculum choices activate engagement.
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Student Engagement and Achievement. Student engagement is a trusted pathway to
achievement. The researchers Cantrell et al. (2017) wanted to find out what is engaging and
meaningful to high school students who struggle with school reading? Which intervention
practices are most beneficial from their perspective? The study conducted was qualitative and
included 63 students. Out of these students, 29 were boys, 34 were girls. All the students were
white. And 19 students were listed as receiving special education services. The methods used to
collect data were primarily student observations. The main findings of the study included,
exposure to a diverse group of texts, changes in reading behavior and what students choose to
read outside of the classroom, the more engaged students are the more students’ self-efficacy
increased, student autonomy and teacher-student relationships were major components to a
students’ engagement, and growing proficiency with comprehension influences students’
motivation about reading. The findings of this study helped conclude that an intervention model
can support literacy competence when the following practices occur, including texts and tools
relevant to students' lives, engaging content, and building strong relationships between students
and teachers. This study connected to my proposed study, as I brainstormed frameworks to help
study student engagement, literacy strategies, and how students can become confident with their
literacy skills. The limitation of this study is the design of the Kentucky Cognitive Literacy
Model (KCLM) framework, as my students are language learners and may need more support.
After analyzing various articles of research regarding student engagement, it is evident
that in order to address engagement educators must first address any pockets of disengagement
and resistance in their learning environment. In order to disrupt reluctance towards literacy
curriculum, educators must devise strategies where students' interests are embedded in
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curriculum choices. Once student engagement is harnessed, student engagement increases
academic potential and performance.
Student Voice
Student voice is the most valuable asset to any learning space. Educators must
acknowledge that students’ voices are the product of the various experiences, interests, cultural
backgrounds, and talents that young learners embody. As previously mentioned, students’
academic outcomes are more favorable when their unique promise is leveraged in the classroom.
The following research studies presented in this section outline the importance of incorporating
students’ funds of knowledge, representing student identities in the curriculum, and methods to
access student voice. Amplifying student voices bolsters students’ confidence in their learning
potential.
Funds of Knowledge. Teaching students means to first understand who they are.
Researchers Norma Gonzalez, Luis Moll, and Cathay Amanti (2006) investigated students’
everyday lives to enhance the education students were receiving. To understand their students,
teacher researchers visited the homes of ethnically diverse students to gain insight into their
cultures and lifestyles. The documentation of this study was achieved through ethnographic data
collection, such as interviews, observation, narratives, and field notes. Teacher ethnographers
initiated this study by engaging in respectful conversations between families that were engaged
in a purposeful dialogue. However, before approaching their doorstep, teachers prepared
themselves to interact with students’ families by becoming versed in ethnographic research, roleplayed interviews, participated in anti-bias training, and developing observation skills. In
addition to training, researchers also structured three separate questionnaires to conduct during
their interview. The first questionnaire consisted of family and labor history. The second

25

interview explored basic household routines and systems. Finally, the third interview prompted a
view into parents’ views about being caretakers. Upon conducting the interviews, researchers
transcribed field notes and discussed these findings in study groups of teachers and researchers.
These study groups proved to be pertinent to the study, as teachers reviewed observation notes,
audio recordings, and discussed potential classroom implications. Each step throughout the study
was a fundamental part of understanding the background of each student.
The findings of the Funds of Knowledge study indicate that it is beneficial for teachers to
adopt the position as researcher to create a foundational relationship with students’ families. By
participating in this approach, researchers discovered that this relationship becomes the basis for
knowledge sharing about family and potential classroom lessons, where students become the
leaders. For instance, an example of experience and at-home knowledge is demonstrated when a
one teacher introduces a unit about candy based on witnessing one student sell candy. This unit
developed into having students brainstorm different candies, then pursued the scientific method
to answer a student-selected question, and analyzed their findings of candy ingredients. As a
supplement to this lesson, a parent of one of the students instructed the class about how to make
Mexican candy. The funds of knowledge study is a staple in educational research that provides
an outline about how educators can enrich their knowledge of students’ lives, which will in turn
enhance their educational experience.
Representation in Literacy Curriculum. It is critical for students to see themselves
represented in the curriculum that they are taught. Representation is examined in Dr. Monique
Lane’s research, “Reclaiming our Queendom: Black Feminist Pedagogy and Identity Formation
of African American girls” (2017). This study delineates the inequities that young Black girl
learners experience in the education system, and offers a pedagogical solution to ameliorate
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educational barriers. By co-creating the space, Black Girls Unite (BGU), an empowerment
program for young Black girls, became a platform for the learners in this study to engage in
culturally responsive literature in community with one another. In this program, students
gathered each week to discuss historical and current issues, as well as share a collective vision
(2017). Over the course of two years, this study dissects Black feminist curriculum, student
artifacts, interviews, and video footage. Ultimately, the overarching purpose of this study was to
investigate the effects of Black feminist pedagogy on students’ race and gender identities.
The findings of this study suggest that the implementation of Black feminist pedagogy
(i.e., critical feminist literature, positioning students as change agents, a politicized ethic of care,
and collectivity) promoted positive social and academic identities of young African American
girls (Lane, 2017). Students were engaged in high-interest texts authored by Black women and
other women of color that assumed the role of challenging dominant narratives of non-white
women in literature and media. To further engage students, they were positioned as “agents of
change” (Lane, 2017) in the classroom to develop solutions to issues that were discussed.
Through this intervention, learners experienced an “empowered sense of self” and a more
positive disposition towards schooling (p. 8). These results were facilitated with Lane’s practice
of authentic care that was vital to the Black feminist pedagogical framework that constructed this
study. Lane’s scholarship further established the need for student representation in the
curriculum to empower student voice and attitudes towards pursuing education.
Accessing Student Voices. The lack of student voice in a classroom could lead to poor
academic outcomes. In an effort to improve academic outcomes for Latinx youth in the Toronto
Area researchers Dolana Mogadime and Michael O’Sullivan (2017) documented participatory
action research that sought to amplify the voices of academically underserved Latinx youth.
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Based on the low graduation rates of Latinx students in the Greater Toronto area, an NGO named
Pueblito Canada and a Catholic school district board, created a project that engaged Latinx
students to tell their stories of their schooling, with the support of a storytelling curriculum and a
videographer. Concurrently, staff members also participated in the project by navigating through
a series of workshops that would transform them into cultural allies. Ultimately, this study
concluded that empowering students to become their own change agents allowed them to see
themselves as navigators of their own schooling experience. Additionally, teachers grew to be
empathetic about the needs of students, awakening to the action they need to take in their
classrooms to serve their students. The following research study reinforces the need for teachers
to first understand, then nurture student voice through culturally responsive strategies.
Student voice is an invaluable resource. The research studies in this section encourages
teacher researchers to delve deep into understanding their students. By understanding students’
home lifestyles and culture, educators have the potential to co-construct knowledge in the
classroom. Furthermore, when integrating student voices, it is imperative to ensure students feel
represented in the curriculum that is presented to them, so they feel empowered in their
education. Finally, students must be given the opportunity to exercise their voice to become
agents of change on their educational journey.
Summary
Geneva Gay’s theory of culturally responsive pedagogy (2000) and bell hooks’ theory of
coming to voice (1994) functioned as the theoretical framework for executing this study. Gay
advocates that students’ educational experience is optimized when learning is filtered through the
lens of students’ cultural experiences. In the same vein of Black feminist discourse, bell hooks
asserts that student realities and perspectives must be empowered and humanized through the
process of coming to voice (hooks, 1994).
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The substantial research gathered to conduct this study emphasizes the need for a
culturally responsive curriculum, student engagement, as well as student voice in educational
spaces. However, when conducting this research, there was little information identified about the
process or specific strategies of nurturing student voice. In an article cited previously, Lane
asserts, “several students reported that finding their voice assisted them in navigating certain
forms of social domination, both inside and outside of school” (2017, p. 8). The process of
coming to voice in this study was an effect of the pedagogical practice implemented in the study.
Therefore, the topic of this action research study hopes to combine the forces of culturally
responsive pedagogy and philosophy of voice to formulate a strategy to inspire student voice.
In the next chapter, I explain the methods employed in this action research study,
including the procedures, data collection strategies, and plan for data analysis.
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Chapter III
Methods
Student voice is imperative to all classroom environments. However, varying levels of
language skills or general disengagement obstructs the presence of voice in the classroom,
particularly the English classroom. When examining learners across the country, in one largescale American survey, 50% of students reported being bored daily, and 75% said they were
bored because class materials were dull. Forty percent reported that curricula were not relevant
to their lives (Yazzi-Mintz, 2017 Hines, M. B., & Kersulov, M. (2015). The following statistics
demonstrate a major disconnect between student interest and curricula in classrooms across the
country. Furthermore, disengagement has a stark presence across the globe. After collecting data
from students in 43 countries, an international study of engagement conducted by the Program
for International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2000 discovered, ‘ that disengagement is roughly
just as pervasive globally’ (Shernoff, 2013, p. 4). The prevalence of disengagement has longstanding consequences for learners around the world. Student disengagement poses a threat to
students’ social and educational outcomes. Disengagement rates are also correlated to drop out
rates, generational poverty, crime, depression, and drug and alcohol use (Christenson et al.,
2012; as cited in Hines, M. B., & Kersulov, M. (2015). In order to disrupt student disengagement
and its detrimental effects, educators must understand their classroom audience—the complex
cultural and linguistic identities of students (Gay, 2000).
Before confronting student disengagement at my school site, I needed to understand my
students’ linguistic identities and previous academic outcomes. The school site where this
research study was conducted reported that among roughly 1,500 students, over 500 of these
youth were categorized as English language learners (ELL) and almost 400 students were
classified as Long-term English language learners (LTELL) (Western Association of Schools ad
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Colleges [WASC] , 2022). Among the rising number of bilingual students and the overall
population there was an estrangement and reluctance towards literacy curriculum. The
misalignment towards literacy instruction and student needs was demonstrated by freshmen
grade-level data. At the end of the 2019 Fall semester, 15% of students failed freshmen English,
while nine percent of students did not earn credit for ELD/ALD classes. The following
demographics illustrate the urgency to respond to the linguistic, cultural, and emotional needs of
students at this site through a method that is culturally relevant and responsive.
To access student voice, there must be a plan to capture student engagement.
Furthermore, engagement offers a multitude of avenues to understand students’ identities. A
variety of scholarly research supports the idea that using cultural knowledge, prior experiences,
frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students will make learning
encounters more relevant to and effective for them (Gay, 2000). Curriculum that is culturally
responsive is an effective path towards engaging bilingual (Garica et al., 2008) and disengaged
students (Shernoff, 2013, p. 4), which were highlighted in this study. Through a culturally
responsive action plan, the purpose of this study was to inspire students’ coming to voice (hooks,
1994) through an engaging literacy curriculum. Coming to voice is defined as people from
subordinated groups who are frequently empowered to have their presence recognized and,
beyond that, valued as fully human (hooks, 1994). For the purpose of this study, I extended
hooks’ coming to voice theory, by having students work towards the goal of creating connections
to social issues in phases. The coming to voice rubric divided student engagement into three
distinct levels, which encouraged and challenged students to use their voice in different formats.
The three levels included a) expression of individual opinion, b) partner or group sharing, and c)
applying real world connections to the novel. Students benefit from coming to voice because they
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are given agency in expressing their presence, lived experiences, and development as politicized
individuals.
When looking at the near future, the short-term goals of this study were to foster student
engagement through writing and speaking. Additionally, the long-term aspiration of this study
was to develop a pedagogical repertoire of activities and approaches to literacy learning that
cultivate student voice. To investigate the growing problem of academic failure, disengagement,
and resistance, I asked the question: How will a culturally responsive literacy curriculum affect
high school students’ coming to voice? The following sections will provide a description of the
school site, participants, instruments to measure students’ ability of coming to voice, and the plan
for data analysis.
Setting
The high school where this study was conducted is located in an expansive, suburban city
in Northern California. The campus resides in a residential neighborhood that is less than a mile
north of the city’s downtown area. The surrounding areas of the downtown and school have been
developed into new apartment and condominium projects, capitalizing on the close proximity to
public transportation and parks. Thirty-eight percent of students reside locally in the city, while
sixty-two percent of students reside in an adjacent city that is seven miles east. Students who
reside east of campus travel by bus daily to attend school. The high school has a wall-to-wall
academy model of five small learning communities. Four of these academies are career-themed
California Partnership Academies. Students receive cross-curricular instruction that targets to
increase the relevance and depth of learning in traditional core academic subjects, such as math,
language arts, science, and social studies. Furthermore, students establish connections to
business industry sectors of health and biotechnology, digital arts & media, construction and
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engineering, and hospitality. The goal of the academies is for more students to graduate on time
with applicable career-based skills while also preparing them for college.
School enrollment at the time of the study was roughly 1,500 students. Given the student
population, 53% of students identified as boys, whereas 45% identified as girls. The racial and
ethnic breakdown of the site included: 70% Hispanic/Latino, 7% Filipino, 6.9% Black/African,
6.2% White, 5% Asian, 2% two or more races, 2% two or more races, 1% of students were
unreported 1% Pacific Islander, and 0.06% American Indian. According to school-wide data,
there were roughly 500 English language learners (ELLs), as well as about 300 Long-term
English language learners (LTELL), and roughly 600 Redesignated fluent English Proficient
(RFEP) students. From the roughly 250 students who completed the English Language
Proficiency Examination of California (ELPAC) the following results indicate their language
proficiency levels: 30% students tested at level 1, 32% students demonstrated 2, 23% at level 3,
and finally, 14% students tested at level four. From another standardized perspective of student
achievement, the 2021 California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP)
English Language Arts scores indicate that out of roughly 120 students, 18% students exceeded
standard, 33% met standard, and 25% nearly met standard, and 17% have not met standard. The
math scores show that 8% of students exceeded standard, 16% met standard, 31% nearly met
standard, and 45% did not meet standard. It is also significant to note that the school site was a
Title-One high school, and 66 % of students are eligible for free and reduced lunch.
While understanding the identities’ and outcomes of students, it’s important to
understand the demographics of the instructional leaders at the site. At the time of this study,
41% teachers identified as men, whereas 53% identified as women. One-hundred percent of
teachers held a teaching credential during the time of this study. While the ethnic breakdown at
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the time of the study is not available, data shows that in 2018-2019, 52% of teachers were white,
7% Hispanic/Latino, 6% Filipino, 11% Black or African American, and 3% Asian. The
aforementioned data exposes the disconnection between cultural identities among students and
teachers.
Demographics of the Classroom
The participants for this study were drawn from one period of standard, sophomore
English classes that I instructed during the 2021-2022 school year. I invited all 33 students
enrolled in the class to participate in the study. However, out of the invited students 24% suffer
from frequent absenteeism. At the start of this study, 27% students were absent in each class due
to the surge of the COVID-19 pandemic. Eventually data from 84% of students were included in
the study. Of the participants in the study, 45% of students identified as young men, whereas
42% of students identified as young women. Majority of students were around the ages of 15-16.
The ethnic and racial demographic of the participant pool was as follows: 63% students
identified as Hispanic/Latinx, 6% as Filipinx , 6% Asian, 6% Black, 3% white, and 3 % Middle
Eastern. Moreover, a study focusing upon the engagement of student literacy engagement must
analyze language proficiency level, which were recorded as: 18% students had limited English
proficiency, 42% of students were classified as Redesignated English language learners, 12%
students were fluent English language proficient. Finally, among the two classes 2 students had
IEPS.
At the time of this study, I taught five English classes of two different grade levels,
English two and four. I selected the participants of the study based on the following criteria:
classroom chemistry and dynamics, distribution of English language learners across the class,
and growth opportunity. In this period, there is a consistent group of three to four students who
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would voluntarily offer to participate in direct repetition, shared opinions, and engaged in active
partner discussion. There is another third of the classroom that will sometimes respond to
opportunities to actively participate through verbal communication and a final third that
demonstrates disengagement. A main goal for this study is to engage students so that they come
to voice through the expression of their opinions and connect to real-world social issues.
Data Collection Strategies
To measure and assess how students come to voice through culturally responsive
pedagogy, a range of data collection strategies were implemented in this study. The data were
analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively to verify the results of the study. The study was
initiated with quantitative data collection through a student survey about book choice (Appendix
A). Qualitative data was gathered in the following form: researchers’ field notes that were
transcribed on paper once a week at the end of a class meeting, then recorded on a Google Doc
field notes template (Appendix B). Additional forms of qualitative data included an
observational protocol (Appendix C) that I used once a week, particularly on class meetings
where there were summative assessments assigned. An essential piece of qualitative data in this
study that was gathered are artifacts. There are three major assignments that were collected as
data points. These include the Partner Interview (Appendix D), Richard’s Interview (Appendix
E), and Coming to Voice rubric (Appendix F) that demonstrate students’ coming to voice.
Student Survey
I created and conducted a student survey (Appendix A) at the beginning of this study to
garner student choice and voice to develop an engaging and culturally responsive curriculum.
This form was developed with the help of two professors. With the guidance of my instructors, I
discovered that a ranked-choice voting option for books would narrow the reading selection
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process. Before creating the form, I researched books that had social justice themes, engaging
topics, and relevant characters. The form was designed by introducing four choices of books, all
representing the common theme of social injustice. The choices of books were selected by me
with a space for students to enter their own suggestions. The book choices included The 57 Bus
by Dashka Slater, The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, Gringolandia by Lyn Miller-Lachman,
and Monster by Dean Walter Myers. The selection of books that appeared on the form met the
following criteria for the book search: culture relevance, engaging storylines, and connections to
social injustices. There was insight offered by the school’s teacher librarian during the book
selection process. The official selection of the class novel was dependent upon the highest
scoring book vote from all three sophomore classes. The survey was an initial step for students to
practice exercising their coming to voice in a low-stakes format through a user-friendly Google
form. Furthermore, students were engaged in the process of interacting with topics that reflected
their identities and lived experiences. The following process of students selecting books
answered the research question because initially, students were tasked with reading in groups the
different book choices. Then, they were asked to discuss with group members their top choices.
Through this activity, students exercised the practice of asserting their opinion about books that
discuss social issues, while listening to the ideas of their peers. Across all three sophomore
classes, the book that received the highest vote was The 57 Bus. Authored by Dashka Slater, The
57 Bus details a tragic event in Oakland, California that intertwines the lives of two teenagers:
Sasha and Richard. With a resounding 31 votes across all three classes, the students voiced to
read The 57 Bus.
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Observation Protocol
In an action research project that draws upon multiple modes of literacy practices—
reading, writing, speaking–an observational protocol was necessary for me to capture my
students’ coming to voice, while instructing. In order to measure students coming to voice, with
the guidance of my advisor, I developed an original coming to voice rubric (see Appendix C) that
was integrated into an observational protocol to measure students’ progress in coming to voice.
The inspiration of this rubric was to create my own nuanced definition of bell hooks’ (1994)
coming to voice theory. The coming to voice rubric divided student engagement into three
distinct levels, which encouraged and challenged students to use their voice in different formats.
The three levels included a) expression of individual opinion, b) partner or group sharing, and c)
applying real world connections to the novel.
I utilized the observational protocol once a week during the study. Specifically, I used the
protocol during in class discussion, written assignments, and summative assessments and while
reading the novel, with particular emphasis on pair and group discussions. Certain behaviors I
tracked during the observation protocol were students expressing their opinion, though writing or
speaking. This was identified with one tally mark next to a student's name on my class's seating
chart. Another behavior I was tracking was students discussing with partners, which was two
tally marks next to their name. Finally, students who I heard reference social issues in their
discussion or sharing received three tally marks. The coming to voice rubric served as an
effective tool for me to observe student engagement with a book of their selection. Furthermore,
I was able to measure how students progressed or resisted coming to voice through varying
levels.
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Researcher Field Notes
Throughout the duration of this study, I recorded detailed notes in a planner journal, then
the notes were typed on a running Google Doc field notes template (Appendix B). I logged my
notes about once a week after school. Then, at the end of the day, I would spend half an hour to
45 minutes writing notes. The purpose of writing the field notes prior to typing was to report
everything as the experiences and encounters were fresh in my mind. Subsequently, the typing
allowed for reflection and analysis of my observation. The occurrence of field-note taking days
coincided with class discussion questions and summative assessments that necessitated the use of
the coming to voice rubric. The strategy of taking field notes afforded the opportunity for my
analysis, reflection, and evaluation of student progress of coming to voice through the rubric
developed during observational protocol. By opting to record field notes, I became a student
alongside my learners understanding their engagement or disengagement with material and
assignments.
Student Artifacts
There were 3 main assessments that were collected and analyzed for this study. These
assessments included the: partner interview assignment, Richard’s consequence plan, and the
coming to voice speech. Each of these assignments was scored based on the coming to voice
rubric. However, when analyzing these data sources with the rubric, the central focus was the
presence of students’ writing voice. When analyzing student writing, I asked the following
questions: were students’ expressing their opinions? Were learners forming connections to social
issues we discussed in their writing? The partner interview assignment asked students to pair up
with a trusted partner and ask one another questions about experiences with their identity. While
one partner asked a series of questions, developed by me, students wrote their individual
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answers. Next, the Richard’s consequence plan assignment prompted students to, once again,
create a partner group with a peer, then students were tasked with imagining alternative
consequences for a main character in The 57 Bus. The final student artifact data point was the
coming to voice speech. For this final assessment, students were assigned to select a main topic
discussed in the novel (options ranged from juvenile justice to LGBTQIA+ rights) and compose
a 1-page speech about the importance of discussing their selected topic and any necessity for
change. Each artifact gave students growth opportunity to enhance and articulate their voices.
Procedures
The study occurred over the span of eight weeks. During the study there was one threeday long weekend and one four-day weekend, as well as two weeks of English Language
Proficiency Assessment of California (ELPAC) testing, a standardized test for English language
learners. To match the four-part, thematic organization of The 57 Bus, I divided this study into
four phases beginning with different complex, open-ended questions to pose to students. Phase
one distills the story of one main character, named Sasha. Phase two presents the background of
the second main character, Richard. Phase three accounts for the incident that forced the worlds
of both characters to collide. Finally, phase four of the study explores the concept of justice for
each character. During each phase, students completed three writing/speaking assignments
(Appendices D, E, F) that were shared with a partner and eventually assessed as data points.
Each phase roughly lasted about a week and a half to two weeks during the study time period.
Pre-reading
Prior to beginning the novel, students were introduced to the story through reading a
short news article and viewing brief news clips about the main incident of the novel. The purpose
of this exercise was for me to provide background knowledge to my students. In addition, I
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assigned students to write a reaction letter to their first impressions of the news stories. I asked
students: Without knowing full details, what do you think a fitting consequence should be for
someone who commits an act like the one Richard did on the bus? How do you think this story
will unfold or what will eventually happen? What do you think would be the fairest decision in
this situation? At the conclusion of the book, students were able to open their letters and write a
reflection about how their initial thoughts and reactions have changed or remained the same. The
purpose of the reaction letter activity was to capture students’ initial interest and to voice their
opinions of The 57 Bus. Later on, I assessed the possible development of students’ opinions as
we concluded our reading. By allowing for an initial and post reaction, I was able to assess how
student discussions and introduction to social issues affected students’ coming to voice. More
importantly, students were able to see the potential growth of their own opinions.
Before beginning part one of the 57 Bus, students were randomly assigned groups to
develop expectations for reading the book. The rationale behind this decision was to create an
environment where all students felt safe to be engaged in a novel featuring complex topics, such
as gender identity, race, and juvenile justice. To create these agreements, I asked each group to
write four expectations for students to be respectful and engaged throughout the reading. Then,
each group presented what they thought to be their clearest and strongest agreement. Each
group’s top expectation idea resulted in our class agreements. This agreement list was used as a
source of accountability for students. The agreement document was used as a reminder to be
respectful and mindful of the identities of characters in the book, the opinions of classmates, and
a compass for difficult class conversations. While data was not collected during this phase,
students were being trained to express their opinions and collaborate.
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Part One: Sasha
When beginning the novel, students were introduced to the first section, Sasha, with the
question: How do our ignored identities impact our life experience? The goal of this section of
the book was for students to connect and develop empathy for the character, Sasha, a young
teenager who identified as agender. During the first week of the study, I taught students
important vocabulary to know in order to understand section one’s main character, Sasha. These
“words to know” included: identity, agender, gender, gender pronouns, and sex. With clear and
short definitions of these words, students were able to understand these terms as they appeared in
the book and class assignments. For instance, students were asked to name different parts of their
identity by creating an identity map, a blank graphic organizer where students could label any
part of their identity. Throughout the study, I capitalized on an essential class routine: written
warm up questions. A warm up is a question posed to students for the purpose of recalling the
previous day’s lesson or assessing student interest. Students are supported in completing the
warm up through sentence frames and student examples. To that end, I presented a warm up
question to students each day that asked them to recall the previous day’s reading. An example
of a warm up question from part one was: What do you know about Sasha? How does Sasha
identify their gender? What are Sasha’s pronouns? Where does Sasha attend school? What are
their interests? Does Sasha have any conditions? During the beginning phase of part one of the
book, I leveraged important class structures such as vocabulary instruction and written warm ups
to lead students to come to voice.
After establishing important routines to begin section one of The 57 Bus, participants
engaged in reading and discussion to understand the novel. Participants read with the
accompaniment of an audiobook. Over the course of a class period’s reading, I presented
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discussion questions to the students. Then, students were tasked to alternate answering the
questions with a partner seated near them. These discussion questions were partially developed
by me and resources that were shared with me by my professor. One day each week, I focused on
collecting data through my researcher field notes (see Appendix B) and observational protocol
(see Appendix C) during class discussions. The observational protocol functioned as a tool for
me to identify how students were answering the discussion questions and a method to assess how
students were coming to voice. I could identify how many students initiated expressing their
opinion with a partner. The research field notes provided me with the opportunity to expand my
observation through writing. I was able to recall and write down notable quotes from students or
record resistance to understand how students were coming to voice. Therefore, triangulation of
data sources was evident because I was able to determine voice through multiple perspectives:
observations and recorded notes. My weekly notes and three major assignments during the study
were critical moments to assess students' understanding of the book and the potential growth of
their voice.
Over the course of reading part one, I presented opportunities for students to exercise
their coming to voice. I continued to use in class structures to guide students’ understanding of
the novel and to collect data. One routine data point was the use of exit tickets, or short questions
that directly asked students’ opinions about their engagement with the book. An example, exit
ticket question from part one was: “what are your thoughts about the book so far? Rank your
engagement 3 is engaged, 2 you’re somewhat engaged, 1 you’re lost. Explain your thoughts.”
This particular data source was collected once a week from students. As a data source, exit
tickets directly answer the research question of this study by capturing student voice in the form
of a written opinion. Exit tickets were a significant data point for me to understand student voices
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and directing the study. Furthermore, triangulation of the exit ticket data was apparent because
exit tickets served as another supporting piece of evidence to both observations and weekly
reflections through field notes.
Towards the conclusion of section one, I designed different methods of assessments to
further guide students’ come to voice: a short culminating project, a written reading reflection,
and a multiple choice and short answer quiz created by me. From the following assessments, I
selected the project as a data source. At the end of each section, students were assigned to answer
section one’s open-ended question that was introduced prior to reading the section. For section
one this question was: How do our ignored identities impact our life experience? To answer this
question, students engaged in a short project called the partner interview project (see Appendix
D). I crafted an assignment where students interviewed each other about their experiences with
their unique identities. The process of the interview consisted of students self-selecting a partner,
assigning a partner to ask questions then answer, then students writing their own responses. All
interview questions were composed by me. An example of a question was, “do you think a part
of your identity has ever been overlooked, ignored, disrespected, or discriminated against?
Describe your experience.” After being asked these questions by their partner, students wrote
their own responses. The partner interview project provided a solid data point that captured
students’ articulation of voice early on, and the exercise of their voice with a partner. The
assignment also granted students the space to form connections to social issues. Students were
given an explicit connection to a social issue that affects the LGBTQIA community while
reading the middle of part one, “Sasha”. I informed students about the injustices that the
LGBTQIA community faces – one particular issue being the bathroom bill (AP News, 2017). In
addition, supplemental videos were shown to highlight the experience of LGBTQIA teens. After
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receiving background information about a social issue, students were given the space to
contemplate how social issues affected their identities through the partner interview project. This
culminating assessment for part one was an initial step for students to cultivate their voice.
Moreover, the partner interview project evidenced data triangulation as it was employed with the
observational protocol and documented through field notes.
Part Two: Richard
In the beginning of section two of The 57 Bus, “Richard”, I was able to build upon
established class structures for understanding the novel. These structures included: an openended question to begin the section, vocabulary instruction, warm ups, and a written reading
reflection about section two. There were also regular points of data collection such as partner
discussion and exit tickets that I collected weekly. Initially, I embarked on section two of The 57
Bus by posing the following question to students: “how do the different environments we inhabit
affect our growth?” To further scaffold students’ understanding of this section, I taught key
vocabulary terms for understanding Richard and his experience, such as: hate crime and schoolto prison-pipeline. Similar to section one, I also supported students’ understanding the text
through discussion questions. Once again, the presentation of discussion questions were partially
authored by me and incorporated from a teaching resource provided by my professor. The
discussion questions allowed for me to follow my methodology of capturing student voice
through observation, then reflection through research field notes. I continued to assess voice
through asking students to voice their perspectives about different plot points and their
engagement with reading section two. These two consistent data points gave me an insight into
how students were activating their voice or remained silent. Ultimately, discussions and exit
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tickets were triangulated data points because they garnered student voice through multiple
methods.
The culminating project for the section “Richard” was a key data source in assessing
students’ coming to voice. For this project students were tasked to answer the section’s initial
question: “How do the different environments we inhabit affect our growth?” in two parts. For
part one of the environmental impact collage, I assigned students to identify an environment they
inhabit. Then, students were asked to insert several images on a Google Doc. that represent their
selected environment. The second half of the assignment asked students to provide a written
explanation of their selected images. Then to conclude the assignment, students were asked to
answer the question: How can you connect your environmental collage to Richard’s experience
in the book? The following project was selected as a data collection tool because students were
asked to express their voice through the use of visual and written words. In addition, the project
asked students to form connections to the book’s main character, Richard and social issues that
impacted Richard. In contrast to the partner interview project, students had the ability to come to
voice through writing and multimedia through this project. This served as a data source as
students navigated through expressing their experience and making connections to the book,
which was examined through the observational protocol.
Finally, similar to part one, during the second week of the class reading part two, students
were provided with an overview of social issues that affected Richard in part two. Students were
introduced to different concepts such as the school to prison pipeline and juvenile justice reform.
These lessons were guided through short videos and the use of discussion questions – that were
eventually analyzed as a data source, alongside the observational protocol and environmental
collage project about Richard.
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Part Three: The Fire
While reading part three, “The Fire”, I continued to employ habitual class routines and
triangulated data points. The class completed daily warms up and reading. Later during the week,
the class engaged in practices such as answering discussion questions and exit tickets, both
important data points. However, towards the middle and concluding week of reading this section,
I designed two assessments to be collected as data points. The first assessment was assigned
halfway through reading section three, titled Richard’s consequence plan (Appendix E). Upon
reading about Richard’s interviews with the police, students were tasked with answering the
question: What is an appropriate consequence for Richard? To answer this question, students
partnered with another student in class and wrote the following together: a thesis statement, three
pieces of evidence to support their point and a conclusion stating why their consequence was the
best. Finally, students were asked to orally present their consequence plan with a partner to the
class. Richard’s consequence plan was collected as a data source because students were given the
chance to engage the two main features of the coming to voice rubric: expressing their opinion
with a partner and connections to social issues presented in the book. I created the Richard
consequence plan assigned as a method to triangulate data. To that end, the consequence plan
assigned was delivered while using the observational protocol. Therefore, I collected both
spoken and written responses from students, while noting my own observations. Ultimately,
these observations were recorded in my research field notes journal.
At the final week of reading section three, I created another assessment to inspire
students to come to voice. In contrast to the traditional quiz I created during section one, I
instructed students to be the authors of a quiz about sections two and three of The 57 Bus. To
create a class quiz, students were divided into random groups. Then, each group was assigned
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either sections two or three of the novel. After receiving their assigned section, I assigned the
groups to brainstorm the most important plot points and character developments for their
assigned section. Next, I guided students through writing specific text-dependent questions. To
create the quiz questions, I prompted each group to select the strongest question the group
developed. While concluding the creation of the quiz, students were asked to present hints to
their classmates to successfully answer the quiz question. The class quiz assignment was
incorporated as a quantitative data source. To analyze this data source, I used the observational
protocol and wrote researcher field notes to triangulate data.
Part Four: Justice
Our journey with The 57 Bus ended with section four, titled “Justice”. The same class
routines (warm ups, in class reading, written reading reflections) and data sources were used
such as discussion questions and exit tickets. The following data sources were collected weekly.
To conclude the last section, students were posed with the question: What does justice mean for
different individuals? Students were primed to read section four by learning different vocabulary
terms, such as: binary, justice, restorative justice, and bias. Towards the final week of reading,
students were supported towards gaining a deeper understanding of social issues in the book
through different film viewings such as The Hate U Give and a documentary titled, Raised in the
System. The Hate U Give was shown to nuance students’ definition of the term justice. After
concluding the film, students were asked the question: What does justice mean for different
characters in the film? The second film that I shared with the class was a forty-five minute
documentary titled Raised in the System. This documentary granted students a perspective into
life inside a juvenile detention facility. Raised in the System explored the different life
experiences of teenagers serving time in juvenile prison. The purpose of these two viewing
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assignments was for students to gain a deeper understanding of social issues presented in the
book and inspire empathy to connect to characters, such as Richard. While not collected as data
pieces, both pedagogical strategies were included to help inspire students to use their voice
during discussion.
An important data point was collected at the end of the reading section; this was titled the
coming to voice project. The purpose of this assignment was to measure students’ progress
towards coming to voice. I assigned students to select one major topic we studied in the book:
identity, gender/sexuality, teenage brain development/decision making, juvenile justice, justice.
After selecting a topic, students were asked to compose one page of writing about how this topic
affected their lives and the world around them. In addition to the writing task, I inserted a second
part to the assignment asking to display their creativity. I asked students to create a visual
representation of their selected topic. I offered students the choice of creating a drawn or
multimedia image, a photograph, a video, or a crafted one. Throughout the duration of this
project, I was able to implement my observational protocol for the final time as students worked
individually, expressing thoughts and progress. Eventually, my observations were detailed in my
researcher’s field notes. In conducting the project, I was able to monitor students’ coming to
voice through multiple data sources that were evidently triangulated through observation and
written recordings.
Plan for Data Analysis
Each data source that was collected addressed the question: How will a culturally
responsive literacy curriculum affect high school students’ coming to voice? The student surveys
(Appendix A) were used to calculate the book with the highest interest. Furthermore, the
observational protocol was developed with the coming to voice rubric. Students of different
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language and achievement levels were assessed and analyzed through using this rubric
(Appendix F). After the 8-week period concluded, the field notes were coded to show repeated
trends, categorized, and thematic patterns were developed. Finally, a critical piece to analyzing
data is student artifacts that demonstrate physical evidence of their voice, such as writing. The
following data points were divided into quantitative and qualitative points, then analyzed
separately to determine how students arrived at the goal of the study: coming to voice.
Quantitative analysis was used for instruments such as student surveys and a summative
assessment. As a basis for the study, I assigned the student survey as a first step for students to
come to voice. I presented a selection of four books on the survey for students to read, then
analyzed the results through the highest scoring book vote through the Google Form result.
Additionally, another quantitative source of data was the observational protocol with the coming
to voice rubric. As mentioned previously the observational protocol was used once a week to
monitor the progress of students’ coming to voice. The observational protocol was employed
with all three major students' artifacts. Learners earned tally marks based on what level they
scored on the rubric. These tally marks were eventually tabulated on a spreadsheet to help create
a visual of how students were progressing on their journey of coming to voice.
On the other hand, qualitative analysis was conducted on the data that emerged from the
observational protocol, researcher’s field notes, and student work samples. The observational
protocol was used in conjunction with the coming to voice rubric. To reiterate, the three levels of
the rubric included a) expression of individual opinion, b) partner or group sharing, and c)
applying real world connections to the novel. Once a week, I employed the observation protocol
by tallying the students who were engaging at different levels of the rubric during class
discussion. The observational protocol directly responded to the research question, as students
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were tracked through different stages of coming to voice. Through my observation, I was able to
elaborate on my findings through the researcher field notes. These notes were written weekly in
response to the observational protocol. Eventually, my notes were codified, which allowed me to
identify emerging themes from my observation. Ultimately, the coming to voice rubric was
implemented while assessing student work, especially projects described in the procedures
section such as: the partner interview, Richard’s consequence plan, the coming to voice project,
and exit tickets. I was able to observe students engaging in discussion for these projects, as well
as read their writing to score them with the rubric. Each qualitative data source was triangulated
due to the multiple perspectives I captured of students’ coming to voice—I observed, I recorded
notes, then I assessed and reflected upon the written and spoken words of my learners.
Summary
This research illustrates the priority to nurture and develop the linguistic skills at a site
that fails to engage the needs of bilingual students. Subsequently, the lack of engagement causes
students to experience poor academic outcomes in regards to literacy. However, amidst the
outstanding needs of students presented in the study, learners were presented with a wide range
of opportunities to initiate coming to voice in a literacy classroom. Furthermore, the young
scholars in this study demonstrated unique promise and talent as they articulated their voice.
Earlier sections illuminated an action plan presented, detailing how culturally responsive
pedagogy engaged and elicited students’ coming to voice in a sophomore English classroom. The
plan detailed the site and participants’ demographics, specific data collection strategies, the
procedures that guided this study, the plan for data analysis, and evidence of data triangulation.
The following chapter will unpack the findings of this stud
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Chapter IV
Findings
The purpose of this action research study was to investigate and disrupt academic failure,
disengagement, and resistance to literacy curriculum. The goal of responding to these patterns
was to implement strategies that would inspire and elicit student voice while studying a
culturally relevant text and its related topics. To respond to these issues, I asked the question:
How will a culturally responsive literacy curriculum affect high school students’ coming to
voice? As an English teacher, I have witnessed resistance and evasion of literacy tasks that
include—reading, writing, and speaking. Furthermore, as a researcher, I have assessed my site’s
academic outcomes through 9th grade level data, CAASPP standardized testing, and spoken
informally to students about their literacy experiences. Through my lens as a teacher-researcher,
I have discovered a disconnection between student interest and literacy curriculum, low selfefficacy due to past academic performance experience, or disengagement in the general
curriculum.
A review of the literature asserts that students experience positive academic outcomes
when the curriculum is relevant to their culture, experience, and interests. At my school site in
particular, there are roughly 500 English language learners (ELL) students. I have observed our
ELL students become frustrated, suffer through disengagement, and rebel against literacy tasks.
However, as cited in Paulo C. Ramirez and Margarita Jiminez-Silva (2014) claim, “ when ELLs
engage with multicultural literature that reflects their school community and lived experiences,
they actively participate in their overall learning”. Additionally, introducing multicultural
literature is one step to activating the student voice. Students, especially youth from marginalized
backgrounds, will be empowered when their voices are humanized. The anchor for this study is
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Black feminism giant, bell hooks who penned the theory of coming to voice (hooks, 1993). This
theory asserts that people from subordinated groups are infrequently empowered to have their
presence recognized and, beyond that, valued as fully human (hooks, 1993). As such, the process
of coming to voice entails students articulating their opinions, cultivating their perspectives with
a peer, and connecting their ideas to current socio-political discourse. Coming to voice is
necessary for marginalized youth to thrive academically. The study aspired to integrate culturally
responsive literature in order to engage students to begin the process of coming to voice.
Overview of Methods and Data Collection
The following study examines the implementation of an eight-week novel study of the
book, The 57 Bus that was selected by students. Prior to the novel study, students were provided
with four book options that included social issues as a central part of the books’ theme. While
studying The 57 Bus the overall goal was to engage students with relevant topics and inspire their
coming to voice. Data was collected over an eight-week period for this study. The project was
divided into 4 phases, corresponding to the novel of The 57 Bus, with each phase lasting for a
week and half to a maximum of two weeks. Throughout this eight-week period the data that was
collected was mainly qualitative data. The sources of qualitative data were evidenced by
researchers’ field notes that were transcribed on paper once a week at the end of a class meeting,
then recorded on a Google Doc (see Appendix B). Additional forms of qualitative data included
an observational protocol (see Appendix C) particularly used during class meetings where there
were summative assessments assigned. An essential piece of qualitative data in this study that
was gathered are artifacts, such as classwork (see Appendix D, E, and F) that demonstrate
students’ coming to voice. The following assignments that were included in the student artifacts
include: a partner interview, Richard’s consequence plan, and the coming to voice speech
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Demographics of the Participants
The participants for this study were drawn from one period of standard, sophomore
English classes that I instructed during the 2021-2022 school year. I invited all 33 students
enrolled in the class to participate in the study. However, out of the invited students 24% suffer
from frequent absenteeism. At the start of this study, 27% students were absent in each class due
to the surge of the COVID-19 pandemic. Eventually data from 84% of students were included in
the study. Of the participants in the study, 45% of students identified as young men, whereas
42% of students identified as girls. Majority of students were around the ages of 15-16. The
ethnic and racial demographic of the participant pool was as follows: 63% students identify as
Hispanic/Latinx , 6% as Filipinx , 6% Asian, 6% Black, 3% white, and 3 % Middle Eastern.
Moreover, a study focusing upon the engagement of student literacy engagement must analyze
language proficiency level, which were recorded as: 18% students had limited English
proficiency, 42% of students were classified as Re-designated English language learners, 12%
students were fluent English language proficient. Finally, two students had IEPS.
At the time of this study, I taught five English classes of two different grade levels,
English two and four. I selected the participants of the study based on the following criteria:
classroom chemistry and dynamics, distribution of English language learners across the class,
and growth opportunity. In this period, there is a consistent group of three to four students who
would voluntarily offer to participate in direct repetition, shared opinions, and engaged in active
partner discussion. There is another third of the classroom that would sometimes respond to
opportunities to actively participate through verbal communication and a final third that
demonstrates disengagement. A main goal for this study is to engage students so that they come
to voice through the expression of their opinions and connect to real-world social issues.
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Analysis of Researcher Field Notes
The researcher’s field notes were recorded once a week either during my prep period or
after school on class meeting days. I recorded a total of nine journal entries that spanned about
six pages front and back. I wrote notes about students expressing their opinions and experiences
that related to the text and its major topics, reactions about the text, their participation
collaborating with partners or group members, and reflections about social issues in the text. The
purpose of transcribing field notes was so that after the study, the notes were coded to understand
emerging patterns. Initially, the codes I started with highlighted students’ individual experiences,
their references to their identity and reactions to choices. The codes that I began with were
“identity” and “choice”. Eventually, these codes evolved into larger patterns that I grouped by
students’ responses to the task they were completing. For example, I asked myself: how was a
student responding when expressing their identity through narration to a partner? Analyzing my
notes, I was able to extract different patterns of students engaging or disengaging in the process
of voice.
After categorizing these patterns, themes were derived to answer the research question:
How can culturally responsive literacy curriculum affect high school students’ coming to voice?
Three themes that emanated from my recorded notes were: “students are comfortable voicing
personal experience through narration”, “agency inspires creativity and empathy in student
voice”, and “resistance and reluctance surfaces when experiences and individuals’ voices aren’t
centered”.
Table 1 illustrates three salient themes from my recorded field notes and student quotes
that demonstrate each theme. The following student quotes were obtained from students’
artifacts, field notes, and my conservations with students. For instance, when initiating students’
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coming to voice, one discovery that emerged is that students are able to activate their voice
through accounting personal experience. Take for example one under theme one. This student
was responding to a question from the first project of the book that connected to part one of the
book, titled Sasha. This project was a partner interview that tasked students to reflect about
experiences involving their identity. The student noted, “I think one part of my identity that I’m
proud of is being able to speak multiple languages and I love the culture and religion.” At the
beginning of this assignment, this student struggled to locate a partner and verbally express their
experiences with their identity. However, when reviewing this student’s assignment, their voice
clearly emerged through narrative writing as opposed to speaking.
Students continued to find voice when they were granted agency. By affording students
choice within the curriculum, their voices were nuanced with creativity and empathy. For
example, quote one under theme two documents an assignment where students self-selected
partners and were assigned to develop a consequence plan for one of the main characters in the
book, Richard. “The appropriate consequence for Richard is getting tried as a minor, serve a year
sentence and pay reparations to Sasha.” Here students are using prior knowledge about
reparations to supplement their learning in class, as well as a progressive consequence that
factors the livelihood of the character Richard. When given a space for expression, many
students demonstrated empathy for characters and creative solutions.
While this study sought to disrupt disengagement, resistance, and reluctance towards
literacy, one final theme that appeared was: resistance and reluctance surfaces when experiences
and individuals’ voices aren’t centered. This study offered my sophomore classes four options of
books to read. Students were given short summaries of the book and asked to record their top
three choices on a Google Form. The highest scoring book would be the novel that all classes
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would read at the start of the semester. After concluding part one of the book (Sasha’s section),
pockets of disengagement were beginning to surface. When I inquired about the clear reluctance
and disengagement, I was met with a response from example two, theme three, a student stating,
“Honestly, I haven’t been paying attention much. I wanted to read the book Gringolandia.” The
following student excerpt illuminates how disinterest in a topic can halt a students’ voice.
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Table 1
Summary of Common Themes from Researcher’s Field Notes
Theme
1. Students are
open to
voicing
personal
experiences
through
narration.

Example 1

Example 2

“I think one part of my
“People that I
“I am a black female
identity that I’m proud know, my friends,
teenager who is in high
of is being able to
have expressed that school and was born and
speak multiple
they are
grew up in Oakland,
languages and I love
uncomfortable
California but moved
the culture and
dressing how they around a lot. This is what I
religion. Because of
wish due to the
thought my identity was
that I have some good possible harassment but that what the obvious
friends and my family they would face at
things that people knew
and they are fun to be
school.”
about me and i didn’t have
with.”
any control over those
thing but what nobody
knew was that I was very
kind, loud, open, brave.”

2. Agency
“The appropriate
“If I’m not drawing
inspires
consequence for
something on this
creativity and Richard is getting tried
quiz [referring to
empathy in
as a minor, several
student’s question]
student
year sentence and pay I’m goin to be mad.”
voice
reparations to Sasha.”

3. Resistance
and
reluctance
surfaces
when
experiences
and
individuals
voices aren’t
centered

Example 3

“We caught a cat
fished. I thought this
book would be about
two kids getting into a
fight on a bus.”

“Honestly, I haven’t
been paying
attention much. I
don’t know what’s
going on. I wanted to
read the book
Gringolandia.”
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“Potentially ruining
juveniles and their future
is not a valid solution for
their behavior and what
they’ve done.
Recognizing and
understanding the flaws
in these systems can help
to fight against them.”
“You can make
something so boring
sound so interesting.”

Analysis of Observational Protocol
The observational protocol (Appendix C) was implemented for three major assignments
during our reading of The 57 Bus that monitored students’ progression towards coming to voice.
These significant assignments coincided with the completion of a major section of the four-part
novel. The assignments that were selected for the observational protocol were: a partner
interview project, Richard’s consequence plan, and the coming to voice speech. These
assignments will be expanded upon in the upcoming section, analysis of student artifacts. The
observational protocol features a rubric that was created to guide students on their journey of
coming to voice and a method to answer the research question. The coming to voice rubric is
divided into three levels: encouraging and challenging students to enter conversation in different
formats. The three levels of coming to voice were 1) expression of individual opinion 2) partner
or group sharing of opinions and 3) students connecting their perspectives and arguments to
social issues within the text. During the observational protocol, I implemented the rubric as a
method to tally the number of students who were arriving at varying levels of the coming to
voice rubric. However, when I used the rubric for the observational protocol analysis, I focused
on students' verbal responses and physical interactions (which students had partners) with peers.
For instance, if a student had recorded or expressed their opinion, I marked one tally next to their
name. If the same student engaged in active conversation with their partner, there would be two
tallies next to the student’s name. However, if the student in question was in the process of
forming a connection to a social issue, but did not verbally state the connection yet, they would
remain at two tallies.
Figure 1 demonstrates how students engaged in the partner interview project, as
measured by the coming to voice rubric. Out of 22 student participants, ten students received
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three tallies demonstrating a “three” on the coming to voice rubric. This means that these 10
students were heard expressing their thoughts about their identity either verbally, participated in
expressing their experiences with a partner, and finally, they were noted voicing connections to
social issues that were previewed at the beginning of the novel such as, the fight for LGBTQIA
rights or racism. For example, a student who received a “three” during the observational protocol
discussed his experience being bullied for the way he dresses. This student went on to form a
connection between gender norms and expectations. Furthermore, when referring to Figure 1,
nine students received two tally marks, which placed them at level two of the rubric. From these
nine students, four students were absent and unable to engage in partner sharing, which restricted
their progress to level three. Alternative reasons for the level two is that students were in the
process of forming connections to their experiences and social issues. For instance, student A
who landed at level two, needed guidance in answering some questions on the interview
assignment. This student asked, “What do you mean by Question 5: What decisions/actions need
to happen for these changes to be made?” Lastly, the graph highlights three students who met
level one of the coming to voice criteria. Students at level one were obstructed due to being
absent or struggled to share with a partner. For instance, student T, preferred to complete the
assignment individually. Figure 1 offers an insight into how students began their journey of
coming to voice. Students felt comfortable to discuss individual experiences when given the
chance to self-select a partner. When given the chance to narrate experiences to a trusted partner,
students were engaged in the process of coming to voice.
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Figure 1
Summary of Partner Interview Project with Coming to Voice Rubric

Students’ coming to voice journey progressed through reading parts two and three of the
novel. Figure 2 represents a visual summary of students’ engagement with coming to voice
during the assignment, Richard’s consequence plan. This assignment did not formally encourage
students to form explicit connections to social issues, as stated in level three of the rubric.
However, six students, three pairs of students, reached level three of the rubric. The three pairs
made their assent to level three by referencing teenage brain development. Prior to the
assignment, the class learned how teenage brain development can result in impulsive behavior,
which elicits unfair or harsh consequences. For instance, student T and student H collaborated
together for this assignment and stated, “he was a teenager and they tend to have an undeveloped
part of the brain which may have caused him to make a mistake.” I referenced student T in the
previous section as preferring to work independently. However, when self-selecting a partner
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they trusted, student T rose to level three of the rubric. Alternatively, student F, who met level
three of the rubric during the partner interview project, regressed to level two during Richard’s
consequence plan. Student F wrote and presented, “he made a impulsive decision.” Here, this
statement gestures towards social issues discussed in class, but does not form a clear connection.
Majority of the student pairs met level two of the rubric, as they were co-constructing and
voicing their thoughts and opinions with partners. Additionally, Figure 2 displays new
pseudonyms not featured in Figure 1—these students were absent for assignment but participated
in assignment two. Conversely, students' voices that were featured in Figure 1 were not
displayed in Figure 2 because of absences. Richard’s consequence plan illuminated the need to
consistently remind students to form explicit connections to social issues either discussed in class
or from their prior knowledge. Ultimately, Richard’s consequence plan reinforced the need for
students to participate in collaboration while coming to voice.
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Figure 2
Summary of Richard’s Consequence Plan with Coming to Voice Rubric

Students reached the culmination of their coming to voice journey through a final project,
the coming to voice speech. Figure 3 depicts the results based on the coming to voice rubric. A
total of 16 out of 27 students arrived at level three of the coming to voice rubric. Students
meeting level three were prepared to deliver a complete speech about a topic of their choice that
was also represented in the book. The 16 students delivered speeches about a range of topics
from gender identity, school discipline, justice, LGBTQIA discrimination. Students who were
documented as performing at level 3, selected a topic or social issue that connected to the book,
wrote a speech about their topic’s importance, and presented their speech to a randomized small
group of students. For instance student N, advocated for justice for immigrant communities in
their speech when “my justice as a daughter and granddaughter of illegal immigrants from a
Mexican household that has been through starving poor [is] to help my elders have a better
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health, for all illegal families to have an opportunity to live a life, come to study and not refuse
education because of where they are born, and for all undocumented or low income families to
have access to shelter and good health care, That’s my justice.” I selected student N to analyze
further because their process of coming to voice was disrupted through absences. For assignment
one, the student was absent during the interview portion, eliminating their chance to participate
in an interview with a partner, causing them to be at level two. Then, for assignment two, student
N was absent again. However, upon return, student N was able to rise to meet the third level of
the rubric. Students who met level 2 on the observational protocol eventually submitted a written
speech making connection to social issues. But at the time of presentations, these students did
not share a completed speech citing a social issue. Finally, student voices recorded at a 0 on
Figure 3 were either absent or did not compose a speech. The observational protocol informs us
that students need multiple measures and opportunities to develop their voices. Voice is a
process and pathway to develop with time.
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Figure 3
Summary of Coming to Voice Speeches with Coming to Voice Rubric

Data Analysis of Student Artifacts
Students’ coming to voice was a gradual process throughout the study. Coming to voice is
a theory authored by Black feminist philosopher bell hooks. The theory posits that “People from
subordinated groups are infrequently empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond
that, valued as fully human” (hooks, 1993, p.148). To integrate the coming to voice theory into
this study, I outlined how coming to voice could be achieved through a rubric, which I used to
analyze the observational protocol mentioned in the sections above. While the observational
protocol and student artifacts were both assessed through the rubric – the analysis process for
each data point was different. The observational protocol analysis with the rubric was based on
my visual observations of student conversation and participation, as well as what I heard from
student responses. Conversely, my analysis of student artifacts paid closer attention to the
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development of students’ written voices. The coming to voice rubric is divided into three levels:
expression of individual opinion; partner or group sharing of opinions; and students connecting
their perspectives and arguments to social issues within the text. The process of coming to voice
was captured in major stages of reading the student-selected text, The 57 Bus. The students
initiated the process of coming to voice after reading part one of the book titled, Sasha. During
this section of the book we understood Sasha’s identity as an agender teen, which spring boarded
our conversation to discuss students’ identities.
The first assignment, the Partner Interview Project, functioned as a baseline to assess
students’ coming to voice. Students interviewed each other about their experience inhabiting
their unique identities. The process of the interview consisted of students self-selecting a partner,
assigning a partner to ask questions then answer, then students writing their own responses. All
interview questions were composed by me. An example of a question was, “do you think a part
of your identity has ever been overlooked, ignored, disrespected, or discriminated against?
Describe your experience.” After being asked these questions by their partner, students wrote
their own responses. I analyzed these assignments by reading through students’ responses and
scoring their responses against the rubric. I searched for how student responses developed from
their verbal responses to their partner to the written responses. I also tracked how many formed
connections to social issues in their writing.
During the middle section of the novel in between parts two and three, students were
provided with another opportunity to come to voice with the assignment Richard’s consequence
plan. I posed a question to students: What is an appropriate consequence for Richard? To answer
this question, students partnered with another student in class and wrote the following together: a
thesis statement, three pieces of evidence to support their point and a conclusion stating why
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their consequence was the best. Finally, students were asked to orally present their consequence
plan with a partner to the class. I analyzed this data via the coming to voice rubric; this meant
reading through student written responses to assess how students were developing their opinions
with a partner and citing social issues discussed in the book.
The culminating assignment towards the end of the book after reading section four was
the coming to voice project. The purpose of this assignment was to measure students’ progress
towards coming to voice. I assigned students to select one major topic we studied in the book:
identity, gender/sexuality, teenage brain development/decision making, juvenile justice, justice.
After selecting a topic, students were asked to compose one page of writing about how this topic
affected their lives and the world around them. In addition to the writing task, I inserted a second
part to the assignment asking to display their creativity. I asked students to create a visual
representation of their selected topic. I offered students the choice of creating a drawn or
multimedia image, a photograph, or to create a video. To analyze their performance on the
coming to voice project, I utilized the coming to voice rubric, where I located where students
stated their opinions and discussed social problems in their writing.
Table 2 presents an overview of the beginning levels of the students’ coming to voice
journey. Seventy percent of students fulfilled level three based on the rubric. However, assessing
the student artifacts based on writing while using the rubric offered a different perspective than
the observational protocol. When students are afforded the time to ideate and form explicit
connections to social issues, certain students rose to the opportunity. Among the 70% of students
at level three of the rubric, 13% of students met level two of the rubric during the observational
protocol. However, these few students expanded upon their experiences when being given more
time to account for their experiences. According to Table 2, students were an even split between
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levels one and two. Students who were scored at level two of the rubric were absent. Therefore,
they were able to express their experiences through writing, but unable to engage in a partner
discussion. On the other hand, the other 15% of students were unclear on how to bridge their
personal experiences to social issues. Table 1 serves as an “at-a-glance” visual of students’
coming to voice. In order for students to develop their voice they must first be physically present
and engage in dialogue with their learning community.
Students continued to express their voice at varying levels as observed in Table 2.
Another occasion where students were engaged in coming to voice was the Richard’s
consequence plan assignment. No students earned a rubric score of level one, as all students who
participated in the assignment self-selected a partner. Majority of students were satisfied with
level two of coming to voice. The Richard’s consequence plan assignment did not explicitly ask
students to form connections to social issues discussed in class. However, 27% percent of
students referenced Richard’s identity as a teenager, who was receiving harsh consequences.
These student groups also voiced connections to our discussions about teenage brain
development. Table 2 is another visual representation of how students thrive when their thoughts
and opinions are co-constructed with peers.
The final opportunity for students to demonstrate their growth in coming to voice was a
speech project. Table 2 offers a summary of student performance on the final speech project.
70% percent of students scored at level three of the rubric. It is important to note that student
artifacts were physical copies of speeches that were submitted via Google Classroom and shared
in small groups. The speech assignment allowed for students who met level two of the
observational protocol rubric chance to score a level three for the voice project, as students had
more time to submit the speech. Once again, the main explanation for students scoring a two on
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the rubric was absenteeism or in the case or no reference to a social issue. Lastly, for the 11% of
students who met level one, they did not complete the speech project. Of the three students
scoring a one, two were limited English proficiency English language learners. The final
assessment for the coming to voice project underscores that students will amplify their voice
when given the agency to select their topics. However, the table below shows that students with
further language support need additional time and guidance in activating their voice.
Overall, the student artifacts data indicate that students are the most successful when their
voices are centered on their own experience and interest. The partner interview and coming to
voice speech scores were the assignments that explicitly asked for students to voice either their
lived experiences of interest in a chosen social problem. Furthermore, the artifacts data proves
that students must be habitually encouraged to be aware of social issues surrounding them, so
they can engage with these problems in discussion and writing.
Table 2
Summary of Student Artifact Scores
Artifact Scores

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Interview Scores

15%

15%

70%

Richard’s Consequence Plan Scores

0%

72%

27%

Coming to Voice Speeches

11%

18%

70%

Summary
The purpose of this action research study was to implement a culturally responsive
curriculum and investigate how students developed their voice in response to the curriculum. I
created and executed a novel study for eight weeks based on a text selected by students. Three
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data gathering methods that I integrated throughout this study were: researcher’s field notes, an
observational protocol, and student artifacts.
I collected qualitative data through the researcher’s field notes and student artifacts. Upon
concluding the study, I analyzed the data sources for general themes. After coding and
categorizing my field notes, I determined the following findings: students are open to voicing
personal experiences through narration, agency inspires creativity and empathy in student voice,
Resistance and reluctance surfaces when experiences and individuals’ voices aren’t centered.
Furthermore, the observational protocol and student artifacts illuminated the difference between
students engaging in active conversation and expanding upon their opinions and experiences
through writing. I concluded that students would optimize their success when coming to voice
when they were present among their learning community. Furthermore, students, especially
emerging bilingual students, benefit from additional time and support when discussing their
ideas.
In the upcoming chapter, I will discuss the conclusions of my research and the
implications of this study. Chapter Five will close with an overview of my plans as a
transformative teacher leader as a result of implementing the coming to voice project.
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Chapter V
Conclusions
Education spaces must prioritize students’ culture, engagement, and interests to achieve
positive academic outcomes. One measure of attaining successful student outcomes is through
integrating culturally relevant pedagogy, a theory authored by Gloria Ladson-Billings (LadsonBillings, 1995). Billings defines culturally relevant pedagogy as a “theoretical model that not
only addresses student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural
identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other
institutions) perpetuate'' (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 18). Educators must rise to the task of
understanding students’ social and cultural identities in order to lead them to become critical and
compassionate thinkers. Yet theory requires practice and strategy. There must be a pedagogical
strategy in place to engage students’ voices. Black feminist philosopher Geneva Gay emphasizes
the need for an attuned pedagogical practice by introducing culturally responsive teaching.
“Using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of
ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them
(Gay, 2000 p. 36).” Students’ identities and cultures are the greatest assets to articulating and
cultivating their unique understanding of the world.
At the school site where this action research project was conducted, there was a
disconnection present between students’ academic needs and outcomes. At the beginning of each
school year, I hear repeated protests of “reading is boring” or “I hate reading and writing”. The
high academic failing rate of Freshmen students, growing number of Long-term English
language learners (LTELL), negative attitudes towards literacy, and standardized test scores
prompted me to examine the schism between student engagement and literacy tasks. Upon my

70

observations and analysis of students’ academic performance and conversations with students, I
was inspired to design a solution that would inspire students to nurture their voice in an English
language arts classroom.
To create an intervention that would inspire students to navigate discovering their voice, I
established a framework that would assess students’ interests and voice. I created a framework
for this research project through Gay’s culturally relevant pedagogy (Gay, 2000) and bell hooks’
coming to voice theory (1994). hooks’ theory asserts when people from subordinated groups
come to voice, they are frequently empowered to have their presence recognized and, beyond
that, valued as fully human (hooks, 1994). Prior to the time of this action research study, I
realized that my pedagogical practice needed to be more inclusive of the voices, experiences, and
identities of my students. Therefore, the action research question that was posed for this project
was: How will a culturally responsive literacy curriculum affect high school students’ coming to
voice?
Chapter IV presented triangulated data that was collected during the study. This data
showed that when granted agency and choice of how to express themselves, students engaged in
coming to voice. However, disengagement and reluctance resurfaced when individual voices
were not included. This chapter is organized by the following sections: summary of findings,
interpretations of findings, limitations, summary, and plan for future action. The first section,
summary of findings focuses on data from three sources: researcher’s field notes, observational
protocol, and student artifacts. The following section outlines my interpretation of the findings.
The third section will detail the limitations of the inquiry. Then, the fourth section will give a
summary of the entire research project, while the section concludes with a discussion of possible
future actions based on my research.
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Summary of Findings
A mixed-methods approach was used to evaluate students’ coming to voice. Three
instruments were implemented to assess students’ coming to voice: researcher’s field notes (see
Appendix B), observational protocol (see Appendix C), and student artifacts (Appendix D, E,
and F) that demonstrate students’ coming to voice. I invited all 33 students enrolled in the class
to participate in the study, but there were a total of 27 participants.
The following research study documented a novel study of the book The 57 Bus over the
course of eight weeks. Before beginning the reading of the book, students were provided four
book options that represented different social issues, whichever book received the majority of
votes was the book the class would read. Upon selecting The 57 Bus the study was divided into
four phases that matched the sections of the book, with each phase lasting two weeks to a
maximum of two and a half weeks. During each phase, I would record field notes once a week
during my prep period. In my notes I would reflect upon students’ dialogue, reactions, and
reflections about the text and in-class activities across the different sections of the book. To gain
more insight into notes, I facilitated an observational protocol during three major assignments.
The observational protocol was developed with a rubric that measured students’ coming to voice.
The coming to voice rubric is divided into three levels: encouraging and challenging students to
enter conversation in different formats—expression of individual opinion (1), partner or group
sharing of opinions (2), students connecting their perspectives and arguments to social issues
within the text (3). The following rubric is used to assess student artifacts. However, the focus
with which I employed the rubric was different for the observational protocol and artifacts. The
rubric for the observational protocol was meant to capture speaking voice, attitudes and
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responses, whereas when analyzing student artifacts, the rubric functioned to evaluate students’
written voice.
Researcher’s Field Notes
The researcher’s field notes were coded to identify themes that represented students’
journey of coming to voice. Three major themes emerged from the researcher’s field notes:
Students are open to voicing personal experiences through narration, agency inspires creativity
and empathy in student voice, resistance and reluctance surfaces when experiences and
individuals’ voices aren’t centered (see Table 1).
The first theme, students are open to voicing personal experiences through narration, was
a common theme that recurred throughout different written and speaking activities. In my field
notes, I recorded about six quotes of students that represented students’ comfort expressing their
experiences with their identity. For instance, when the class was discussing restorative justice, I
asked how many students had ever participated in restorative justice? One of the few responses
included, “it was good to get the other person’s perspective, but the consequences were
underwhelming.” Throughout the study, I realized that students needed multiple methods to
express their experiences related to the topic of discussion. Some students were comfortable
verbally expressing their experiences, while others needed the comfort of their own words on a
page to eventually express their speaking voice.
The second theme of agency inspires creativity and empathy in student voice was
prevalent across lessons that positioned students as leaders. While reading section three of the
book, students were tasked with creating a consequence plan for one of The 57 Bus’ main
characters, Richard. One partner group presented that “a fitting consequence for Richard would
be that he should be granted house arrest and be homeschooled.” I recorded about five other
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quotes of consequence plans that proved to be more progressive than traditional criminal
punishment. These responses represented the capability to be more creative and understanding
when given the freedom to reimagine damaging systems, like the juvenile justice system.
Furthermore, when students were given the opportunity to create a quiz for the class, they sought
ways to design a quiz that would be enjoyable and light-hearted for the class. “Can we write a
question that asks people to draw on this quiz?” The following quotes exemplify that when
students are given the opportunity to be leaders in their own education, they will exhibit empathy
towards others and creativity in their solutions.
The third and final prominent theme gleaned from the researcher’s field notes was,
resistance and reluctance surfaces when experiences and individuals voices aren’t centered.
Throughout the book, I noted pockets of disengagement. I recorded several quotes that expressed
disengagement with the book due to a misunderstanding of the book’s topics. For instance, one
student remarked, “When we were deciding to read this book, I thought it would be about kids
fighting on a bus, not some person who identified as they/them.” This student voice in particular
highlights a frustration and misunderstanding when a topic challenges a student’s comfort levels.
The following student in particular held little prior knowledge about LGBTQIA topics, which led
to uninformed and frequent disrespectful remarks. On the other hand, there were students who
didn’t select to read The 57 Bus. “We could have read this book. But y'all decided not to”, a
student exclaimed after completing a film The Hate U Give. The following responses show
students can feel threatened, disengaged, and resistant when their voices are unaccounted in the
curriculum.
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Observational Protocol
The observational protocol was implemented to examine how students come to voice
throughout major assignments and sections of the novel. The following protocol was used for
three assignments: a partner interview project, Richard’s consequence plan, and the coming to
voice speech. To assess students’ development of voice a rubric was developed for
observations. The coming to voice rubric was divided into three levels: encouraging and
challenging students to enter conversation in different formats—expression of individual opinion
(1), partner or group sharing of opinions (2), students connecting their perspectives and
arguments to social issues within the text with a partner (3). I created a tally system to track how
students were developing their voice through the rubric. For instance, a student who expressed
their opinion either verbally or through writing would receive one tally mark on the rubric.
However, in the event that students expressed their opinion but did not form connections to
social issues with a partner or group, the student would remain at one tally.
Baseline date of how students expressed their voice is demonstrated in the first in-class
assignment, the partner interview project. This project asked students to form partner groups
with trusted peers. Then, students were tasked to ask each other questions about experiences with
their identities. From the 22 students participating, 45% scored a three on the coming to voice
rubric, while 40% received a 2, and 13% reached level one. The 10 students who scored a three
on the rubric were comfortable with their partners and were able to form connections to their
social issues. One student expressed a personal experience of watching his father be subjected to
racism at a local department store. This student expanded upon this idea by connecting his
experience to how people who share his racial identity are victims of discrimination. Half of the
students who received a two were absent, so they were unable to communicate their thoughts

75

with a partner. Alternatively, some students receiving a two needed clarification on interview
questions. The few students who received one either did not engage in the interview, preferred
working individually. Upon analysis of this initial observation data, I understood that students
have their own levels of comfort with expressing their voice. Therefore, students must be guided
towards strengthening their voice. Some students need to work independently at first, while
others benefit from verbal discussion with partners.
The observational protocol was included with another assignment halfway through the
book titled, Richard’s consequence plan. The assignment asked students to develop an alternative
consequence plan for one of the main characters of the book, Richard, a 17-year-old who is
threatened to be charged as an adult for lighting an agender teen’s skirt on fire. Figure 2
showcases the findings from the observation of this assignment. Twenty-seven percent of
students, or three partner groups, scored a three on the coming to voice rubric. The instructions
for the consequence plan assignment did not explicitly state that students were required to form a
connection to social issues. However, the students who received a three on the rubric were able
to form connections to social issues that were progressive. For instance, a student who faced
difficulty collaborating with the interview assignment, earned a score of three on this
assignment. This student found a partner who they felt comfortable working alongside. Also, this
group was able to reference a lesson from class about teenage brain development and unfair
consequences, which landed them the level three score on the coming to voice rubric. An
overwhelming majority of students scored a two on the rubric because the directions of the
assignment did not ask them to voice connections to the social issues. Through this assignment, I
understood that learners needed to be reminded to think beyond the text and draw upon their
knowledge of social issues.
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The final moment where the observational protocol was administered was during the final
assessment, the coming to voice speech, demonstrated in Figure 3. The coming to voice speech
assignment tasked students with creating a speech about a topic that is related to the book:
identity, the school-to-prison-pipeline, juvenile justice, and LGBTQIA rights. Over half of the
students scored a three on the rubric. Students who scored a three arrived to class, prepared with
a speech about a selected topic from the book to share with a partner. On the other hand, students
who met level two of the rubric were striving towards meeting the level three requirement of the
rubric – forming social connections. Finally, students who received a one or zero were either
absent or did not participate in the speech assignment.
Student Artifacts
The coming to voice rubric was also proposed to assess student artifacts – the same
assignments that were analyzed during the observational protocol. These assignments include:
the initial baseline data, the partner interview project, Richard’s consequence plan, and the
coming to voice speech. However, the purpose of the coming to voice rubric when assessing
student artifacts was to understand the development of their written voice. The same rubric levels
applied: expression of individual opinion (1), partner or group sharing of opinions (2), students
connecting their perspectives and arguments to social issues within the text. The coming to voice
rubric was used as a lens to examine students’ written voice, as opposed to their speaking voice
and general attitudes garnered from observation.
During the partner interview assignment, 70% of students rose to level three of the
rubric. It is important to note that 13% of students who received a two on the observational
protocol for the interview project rose to earning a three on the assignment. Also, shows us that
30% of students were between levels one and two of the rubric. Majority of students who earned
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a level two were absent. Students who were not physically present could not meet level two of
the rubric – this level asked students to share their ideas with a partner. The 15 % of students at
level one experienced confusions or misunderstandings about the questions. Row one of table
two emphasizes the need for students to be physically present to develop their voice.
Richard’s consequence plan was another notable assignment that provided insight into
students’ journey towards voice. No student received a level one score on the rubric. The design
of this assignment allowed for students to be bolstered towards level two of the rubric, as it was a
partner assignment that tasked students to share their opinions and co-construct their ideas with a
partner. To that end, over half of the students were stagnated at level two of the rubric. Students
were not explicitly asked to form connections to the text, which served as potential preventative
from reaching level three of the rubric. Yet 27 % of the students ascended to level three by
making explicit connections to social issues in relation to their argument. These students cited a
class lesson about punitive consequences that are issued as a lack of understanding about teenage
brain development. The summary of this assessment proves that students must be constantly
reminded to bridge connections to social issues.
The final artifact that engaged students’ written voice was the coming to voice speech
assignment. This assignment required students to submit a typed version of their speech on the
Google Classroom platform, in order to share with a randomly selected small group of students.
Seventy percent of students landed at level three of the rubric. Once again, students were
prepared for success, as the expectation for the assignment was a small group presentation.
Similar to the previous two assignments, students who earned a two were either absent or in the
process of completing their speech. The table cites that 11% of students remained at level one –
these students did not complete the speech or experienced difficulties forming social
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connections. Overall, the coming to voice project underscores the importance of students voicing
their concerns about topics that are important to them. But when given choice, it is salient to
remember that there will always be students that need support to develop their voice.
The mixed-methods approach to this study affirms that select strategies are successful in
inspiring students’ coming to voice. The data presented in the study substantially supports the
literature review.
Interpretation of Findings
Upon completing an in-depth analysis of both quantitative and qualitative sources during
this action research project, I was able to draw the following conclusions: educators must receive
guidance and training to implement emotional scaffolding when teaching social justice
curricula in the classroom, bilingual students must receive linguistically responsive teaching, and
finally, the coming to voice practice is a potential success when students are afforded multiple
methods to arrive to voice. The data collected from the researcher’s field notes, observational
protocol, and student artifacts support these conclusions. While much of the research I conducted
during the literature review assisted me in the implementation of the ARP, I sought additional
information to further understand and interpret my findings.
Emotional Scaffolding
Before I initiated this study, students were granted the choice of selecting one novel to
read from a total of four options, with a suggested write-in option. All of the novels revolved
around current social issues and injustices, such as police brutality, incarceration, and LGBTQIA
rights. While I selected the novel The 57 Bus which received the highest vote across all three
sophomore classes, there were pockets of students that demonstrated disengagement and
resistance. Furthermore, there were significant moments when the reluctance of certain students
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elicited disrespectful and hateful comments. For example, one student commented, “I thought
this book was going to be cooler. It’s just some person who identifies as a ‘they/them’ on the
bus”, a student exclaimed while beginning the book. In light of creating classroom norms before
reading the novel, there were students who expressed disapproval and frustration about student
comments while reading the book. When asked to reflect and assess how the class period upheld
their reading norms, a learner wrote, “even if I believe I have mostly succeeded in following the
class agreements, I can’t say the same for the class. A lot of people, mostly the guys, refused to
make an effort to understand people's identities. I would constantly hear very hurtful and
disrespectful comments being made towards Sasha and their identity. I think as a class we need
to work on following the class norms better.” Several students voiced distasteful comments being
spewed during class. The students whose responses signaled instances of disrespect highlighted
the need for teachers to be trained to cultivate a safe environment of respect, especially when
learning about social issues.
Constructing a safe space where teaching and learning about social issues can flourish
necessitates emotional scaffolding. To prepare for learning about sensitive topics, educators have
the capacity to nurture emotions that guide students to further their learning. In an article titled,
“Emotional Scaffolding: Creating Safe Space for Voice, author Jenifer Wolfe (2019) cites
Roseik's ( 2016) definition of emotional scaffolding. “Emotional scaffolds are the ways in which
teachers provide either implicit or explicit support to build on constructive emotions that help
students further their learning or else lessen unconstructive emotions that get in the way of
learning.”(p. 1) When applied to a social justice oriented curriculum, future teacher researchers
could apply emotional scaffolding to prepare students for hot-button conversations. Educators
have the position to encourage questions, responses, and interpretations of texts as a critical part
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of the learning process. By explicitly teaching empathy towards marginalized characters or
voices in texts, students have the potential to be emotionally prepared when encountering the
text. While my students constructed reading norms prior to reading The 57 Bus, what they
needed to uphold in a safe environment were explicit understandings of the definition of empathy
and how to understand characters’ perspectives. Educators, including myself, have the
responsibility of upholding a safe environment for learners of all identities – this protected and
respected environment is possible through emotional scaffolding.
Linguistically Responsive Teaching
After analyzing the data from the observational protocol and student artifacts, I
discovered that students in my class who were limited English proficiency (LEP) scored lower
on the coming to voice rubric. Once again, the rubric was assessed using the following levels:
expression of individual opinion (1), partner or group sharing of opinions (2), students
connecting their perspectives and arguments to social issues within the text (3). From the five
students who are designated as having limited English proficiency, all except one student
consistently scored low at levels, one or two, on the coming to voice rubric. Bilingual students
often faced confusion with written questions about personal experiences and ideas about
developing opinion-based writing. When completing the final assessment, the Coming to Voice
speech, a student who is designated as LEP, urged, “can you pick a topic for me? I have no idea
what to write about.” Reflecting upon my data, I acknowledged that my bilingual students were
underserved throughout the study. A strategy to remedy the disconnection bilingual students
experience with complex texts is linguistically responsive teaching.
Bilingual students must be prioritized during literacy instruction. In order to effectively
instruct bilingual students, the article “Courageous Literacy: Linguistically Responsive Teaching
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with English Language Learners” by Luciana C. De Oliveria and Melanie Shoffner (2017),
offers a different approach to supporting bilingual students through linguistically responsive
teaching (LRT). Shoffner and De Oliveria cite a definition of LRT. Other studies support the
tenet that linguistically responsive teaching is fundamental in a student’s learning ( Lucas &
Villegas, as cited in De Oliveira & Shoffner, 2017). De Olveria and Schoffner outline seven key
tenets of LRT which are action-oriented goals for educators. The expectations of LRT include:
teachers should develop sociolinguistic consciousness, value linguistic diversity, advocate for
ELLs, learn about students’ backgrounds, proficiency, identify language demands, apply
principles of second language learning, and scaffold instruction to promote learning (De Oliveria
& Schoffner, 2017). The following elements of LRT are a framework for educators to support
their bilingual students when navigating any text. However, these steps are especially salient for
educators facilitating conversations about social justice. By accessing prior knowledge and
vocabulary, teachers will gain insight into past experiences or current understandings of certain
issues. The clarity of language demands will dissolve all the, “so what do I need to do here?”
confusion. Another pillar of LRT that is important when engaging in coming to voice is applying
principles of second language learning by incorporating social interaction for authentic learning
and realizing the impact of language anxiety on learning (De Oliveria & Schoffner, 2017).
Addressing language anxiety is important especially when students are engaged in social justice
conversations and students are expected to use socially inclusive vocabulary. When each element
of LRT is present in the curriculum educators will rise to meet the promise of bilingual students.
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Multiple Opportunities to ‘Come to Voice’
Throughout this study, students were given multiple avenues to discover and articulate
their voice. Each assignment was structured to guide students towards coming to voice, as
measured by the rubric. For instance, the partner interview project, Richard’s consequence plan,
and the coming to voice speech all involved a partner component. Student voice was also
captured through two main outputs: writing and partner discussion. However, throughout the
study, I noticed that students' performance increased when calculating observational protocol and
student artifact scores. For instance, with the partner interview project, during the observational
protocol 10 students scored a three on the coming to voice rubric. However, when applying the
same rubric to analyze the students’ written voice with the same assignment, the student artifact
data identifies 14 students earning a score of three on the same rubric. Additionally, with the
same assignment, nine students earned a two on the observational protocol, while three students
earned a level two score on the rubric. A similar pattern is illuminated when assessing the
coming to voice speech assignment. The observational protocol informed me that 16 students
earned a three on the coming to voice rubric. However, after assessing the written speech artifact,
19 students in total scored a three. This score increase demonstrates that students need multiple
opportunities and mediums, such as speaking/listening and writing to establish their voice.
There were three main assignments used as data collection points for this study, but after
analyzing the triangulated data sources, I found that there was a need for students to receive
more opportunities to claim their voice. These opportunities could be presented in the form of
formative assessments. The article “Formative Assessment for Equitable Learning: Leveraging
Student Voice through Practical Measures” by Krista Fincke, Deb Morrison,
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Kristen Bergsman, and Phillip Bell (2015) present the idea of practical measures during science
learning. Additionally, Bryk and colleagues suggest that “one way of sensing how diverse
learners are engaging in science learning is through practical measures surveys, a type of
formative assessment that amplifies students’ voice around how they are learning” (Bryk et al.
2015, p. 32). The method of practical measure surveys could also be implemented when studying
student voice. These formative surveys measure information about student activities, engagement
and identity.
Activity-centered practical measures describe what learners see themselves, their peers,
and their educators doing during learning activities. Engagement-centered practical
measures can elicit information about the climate of the learning setting, equitable
practices, and learners’ interests in and connections to the curriculum. Identity-centered
practical measures to make sense of how learners identify with what they are learning,
connect to the discipline, and see themselves as able to take action.” (Fincke et al., 2021).
In a literacy classroom, the following three mediums can be implemented as a way to assess the
development of voice. Future researchers should consider the need for students to express their
voice about different aspects of their learning—their activities completed in class, engagement,
and identity as a learner. The following research study proves that voice is inspired when there is
a variety of opportunities for expression.
Limitations
This action research project began during the second major wave of the COVID-19
pandemic, and absenteeism was a major deterrent of students’ journey towards coming to voice.
The execution of this study was impacted as a result of the alarming rate of absenteeism.
Collecting data became a severe obstacle, as students were absent on a rotating basis. Apart from
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the pandemic surge, there were a handful of students who were consistently absent or truant. The
chronic absences and mild truancy of students made it difficult to deliver explicit instruction
about the novel, vocabulary, and engage in activities that developed student voice. One major
factor of the rubric was engaging in partner discussion. If students were absent, they missed the
opportunity to interact with a partner, therefore stunting the development of their voice, as
measured by the rubric. Absenteeism was a major deterrent of students’ journey towards coming
to voice.
In addition to absenteeism and truancy, another serious limitation of this study was
constructing a new curriculum while being a first-time researcher. While my study captured
student choice and voice by allowing learners to select our class novel, I had never taught The 57
Bus or about LGBTQIA+ justice in the classroom prior to this study. Creating a curriculum in a
short time period tailored to a new study was a challenge. During the pre-intervention stages, I
struggled to locate appropriate resources, such as visual aids, and plan in-class activities There
were moments in the study, like the Richard consequence plan, where I did not clearly articulate
that students were expected to form connections to social issues; this in turn hindered students to
progress to level three of the coming to voice rubric. I would be consumed in the study and not
explicitly inform students about the rubric. I also had to operate the balance of delivering a new
curriculum and collecting data, a brand new strategy for me. I was frequently overwhelmed by
the amount of novelty that the ARP design and execution required of me. The balance of being a
curriculum designer, instructor, and researcher disrupted my mental presence in the classroom.
Summary

At the start of the school year, many students expressed disengagement and reluctance
towards literacy tasks. However, after pursuing research about student engagement and literacy, I
discovered that students, especially those who are emerging bilingual students, must feel their
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background, experiences, and identities valued in the classroom. “Reading literature in the
classroom about people from the same cultural group gives students an emic perspective, or
insider view, which can be used to promote cross-cultural understandings for students and
teachers'' (Stewart, 2015). In the midst of researching and reflecting about how I implement
culturally responsive teaching, I was inspired to reinvent how I implement CRT in my
classroom. My interest became focusing on the development of student voice while studying
culturally relevant texts.
The theoretical framework for this study was a combination of Geneva Gay’s culturally
responsive teaching and bell hooks’ coming to voice theory. Gay theorizes that all students will
perform better on multiple measures of achievement when teaching is filtered through their own
cultural experiences (Gay, 2000). In addition, bell hooks’ coming to voice is defined as people
from subordinated groups who are frequently empowered to have their presence recognized and,
beyond that, valued as fully human (hooks, 1994). Upon reviewing the literature of both
philosophers, I was motivated to create an intervention that centered student voice while using
culturally relevant pedagogy as the vehicle to harness voice.
The action research study was conducted over the course of ten weeks. Learners in the
study engaged in studying the top-ranked, student-voted novel, The 57 Bus. While reading the
novel students participated in a range of assignments and activities that cultivated their voice. In
this study, voice was assessed through a rubric inspired by hooks’ coming to voice rubric. The
coming to voice rubric is divided into three levels: encouraging and challenging students to enter
conversation in different formats – expression of individual opinion (1), partner or group sharing
of opinions (2), students connecting their perspectives and arguments to social issues within the
text (3). Students engaged in a variety of assignments that tasked them with developing their
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voice about social issues such as LGBTQIA+ rights and the juvenile justice system, through
writing and speaking.
After analyzing triangulated data sources, I concluded that a curriculum that centers
students coming to voice has great potential in literacy practices. I arrived at the following
conclusions: educators must receive guidance and training to implement emotional scaffolding
when teaching social justice curricula in the classroom, bilingual students must receive
linguistically responsive teaching, and finally, the coming to voice practice is a potential success
when students are afforded multiple methods to arrive to voice. Due to the significant limitations
of this study, further research about student voice across all content areas should be conducted.
Plan for Future Action
Upon the conclusion of the study, the results of this action research study reveal that
students engage in developing voice when there are culturally responsive texts practices are
infused in the curriculum. During the upcoming school year, I have been selected as English
department chair. In accepting this new teacher leader position, I plan to conduct discussions
about how student voice is integrated in ELA classrooms. When engaging in a discussion about
voice, I plan to present the findings of this research study. Looking into the future, I hope to
emphasize the importance of nurturing student voice across different content areas. Developing a
voice is not the sole obligation of literacy classrooms. The more classes exercise student voice
through the expression of opinion and dialogue in a learning community, students will grow to
be more confident in their academic potential.
I plan to continually integrate culturally responsive practices in my pedagogy. I have
learned that the middle term, “responsive” is subjective when considering students’ diverse
backgrounds, prior knowledge, and interests. When conducting a study based on choice, I want
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to research further into student interest and prior knowledge about topics before presenting
reading or other literacy options. Throughout this study, there were obstacles of disengagement
and reluctance when student choices were not involved in the curriculum. I am curious about
responding to a variety of student interests over the duration of a unit. Furthermore, I am
interested in exploring different presentations of voice, such as artistic voice. Offering different
mediums of expression will maintain culturally responsive practices in the classroom.
A major limitation of this study was developing a curriculum for a new project while
being a first-time teacher-researcher. I hope to make curriculum resources for future teachers
targeting to study a choice-based novel curriculum or develop the presence of student voice in
the classroom. Being an educator, especially in the time of a global pandemic, could be fraught
with stress and anxiety. Collaborating with teachers would help dissolve the uncertainty of
authoring new curriculum, while juggling other responsibilities.
The student learners in this study exercised their voices through different methods in this
study. My hope was to affirm their presence in my classroom by giving them the space to discuss
their identities, opinions on social issues, and engage in dialogue with each other. By defining
voice for one learning unit, I was able to calibrate how voice could be measured through a rubric.
Fostering voice in classrooms leads students to be agents of change in their own education.
Eventually, my hope as an educator is that all learners hone their voice and grow to be change
agents.
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Appendix A
Student Survey
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Appendix B
Field Notes Template
Researcher Field Notes Template Sample
Week 1 Date/Time:
Part of the Novel:
Activities completed this week:
Entry:
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Appendix C
Observational Protocol
Coming to Voice Rubric
A (# of tallies 1)

B (# of tallies 2)

C (# of tallies 3)

Expression of opinion
through speaking/writing

Verbal discussion of
perspectives with partners
or groups

Connection to perspectives
and arguments to social
issues in the text

Blank Seating Chart for Tallying
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Appendix D
Partner Interview Instructions

96

Appendix E
Richard’s Consequence Plan Instructions
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Appendix F
Coming to Voice Speech Instructions
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